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Time to Go 
 
On Tuesdays, he liked steak. Yve stepped off the crowded bus in front of the shopping plaza and 
her foot sank a little into the soft pavement of the parking lot. It was that hot. Just for a moment, 
she thought she heard her name. She thought she heard her mother calling, and she instinctively 
looked to the far corner of the lot where the ice cream stand once was. Only waves of heat were 
there now. As she zigzagged between the parked cars, she was surrounded by silence. Nobody 
was hanging around outside the automatic doors like usual. She swallowed away the richness of 
her mother’s voice and the ghost ice cream. Anyway, her mother was dead. And he, her father 
was too much alive. 
She stepped inside, by habit clutching the strap of her purse more tightly. She glanced 
quickly from one side of the wide corridor of shops to the other, and then focused steadily on the 
entrance to the supermarket at the far end.  
 Yve had perfected walking with her eyes cast downward without bumping into anything 
or anyone. She practiced this art now, moving briskly. Two potatoes, along with two of the 
strange vegetables that he demanded and she did not eat. Shoulder steaks were on sale, only 3.99 
a pound. Her father would not like the shoulder, but would complain to the high heavens if she 
got anything more expensive—all the while gobbling it down. 
 At the checkout she was second in line, so she put her things on the conveyor and shifted 
so she could take out her wallet without unzipping her purse all the way. The woman ahead of 
her kept pulling bottles of orange drink from her basket, crowding Yve’s items farther and 
further to the edge. She was speaking to the cashier in a loud croak. 
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 “Yeah, kidnapped from school! Can you believe that?” The woman smelled of cigarette 
smoke. Yve wrinkled her nose and waited as the cashier looked up the cost of some kind of 
greens. 
 “It’s a shame,” the cashier agreed. “These collards, or kale?” 
 “Chile, that’s mustards. Now, you know that kidnapping business would not happen 
around here. Everybody knows a mind is a terrible thing to waste!” The cashier only nodded, and 
rang up the bottles one by one.  
Yve held on to her wrinkled money and stared patiently at the magazine rack. 
“I wish some crazy fool with a towel wrapped around his head would try to kidnap my 
girls! I would show him something!” 
“I know you would,” the cashier said.  
Yve looked at the pictures of pretty, pale young movie stars, none being familiar. She 
didn’t go to movies. There was the president on one cover. The big yellow letters asked 
“Divorce?” Next to that was another brown man wearing a red head wrap, smiling, and holding a 
long gun. “Kidnapped Nigerian Schoolgirls Still Missing,” the headline under him said. He must 
be the one who had taken them, the one the women were talking about. He looked like he was 
proud of what he had done. Were the girls afraid? Yve suddenly wondered. Had they tried to get 
away?   
“Next!” The cashier was rough-tongued. Yve didn’t look directly at her as she handed 
over her money and collected her bag. She hurried out of the store.  
At the corner she had to stop for the traffic light. She was focused on a jagged crack in 
the sidewalk edging the curb, when the easy laughs of teenage voices drew her attention across 
the street. 
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They were only a little younger than she was, three girls and two boys. Her eyes flitted 
from the girls’ short skirts and natural hair to the boys’ muscular arms and brightly colored 
sneakers. They carried books and backpacks; they were smiling and chatting each other up. They 
never noticed her and flowed past her like cool water when the light changed. Yve blinked and 
tried unsuccessfully to catch part of their conversation. They passed. 
She would have graduated from high school last year, if she had stayed.  
By the time she turned the key in her front door five blocks away, sweat was running in 
little tracks down her back, and she could taste salt on her lips. Quiet greeted her; he was not 
home yet.  
It was dark in the small house. She kicked off her shoes by the door, tossed her purse on 
the chair nearby, and headed straight for the kitchen. In a swirl of activity, she set about with 
pots and skillets and oil and onion, crushing garlic furiously as if it was him. She always cooked 
in a frenzy, because if she did not, the absence of her mother would overwhelm her. 
Yve jerked open the back door and breathed in the heavy air. When she stepped out, she 
felt no more comfortable, but somehow it was still better than being inside. She hung over the 
porch rail to wonder at how those tall-stemmed orange flowers grew back every year, though she 
never tended them. She wondered if her mother would have liked them. They had never talked 
about flowers. 
While her mother had worked two jobs—day and night—for the first ten years of Yve’s 
life, her father had worked at some job with his back and his hands. Yve remembered how hard 
and gnarled his hands had always looked. The three of them had lived in the same Section 8 flat 
that he’d found when he moved to this country. Her mother had somehow abided the scary, 
dangerous city neighborhood, and he would never agree to move. He did not have the money, he 
 
 7 
said. Her mother had eyes raised higher than her feet, he said. “I not raisin’ Yveline to think she 
somebody,” he said.  
Her mother had never lived in this house. The cancer took her when Yve was ten. Her 
mother’s belongings were here because he would not let go of them at first. Eventually he 
allowed Yve to select a few items, and she was determined to keep those touchable memories 
forever. And only one month after the funeral he’d bought this house in this nice town. 
Yve resented this house. She felt trapped, but she had never tried to get away.  
“And she cookin’ late!” That was his grumbled greeting as he shuffled into view, coming 
around the house. He stood there in the backyard, his watery eyes mean, smoke from his hand-
rolled cigarette curling around his hunched shoulders. When she was a small girl, Yve had been 
mystified by how he could work his mouth and keep the cigarette dangling there.  
“The man had extra work for me,” she said quietly. She felt herself standing straight out 
of defiance rather than respect. She looked down on him as he slowly climbed the steps, 
wheezing and puffing on his cigarette. Her heart felt like it might pound right out of her chest. 
There was a sudden roar in her brain that blocked out any other thought except that she hated 
him.  
Grizzled hair crept out from underneath the old straw hat onto his dark neck. He smelled 
of tobacco and aftershave; he was vain, still. When he paused eye-to eye with her on the porch, 
she met his spiteful scowl with equal hostility. His forehead was smooth of lines, although his 
cheeks hung in jowls over a much-wrinkled neck—half-hidden by his collar. How old was he? 
Yve never quite knew. Certainly he’d been old enough to be her mother’s father. That made him 
now old enough to be her own grandfather.  She was a nineteen year old with an eighty-year-old 
father. It wasn’t natural. 
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“She Mama work, and keep house too!” he shouted at her, waving his hands. The liquor. 
Yve smelled it.   
“Yes!” she shouted back. “You worked her to death, you did!” Yve took a step away, 
feeling light-headed. Light. 
“What, she think I gonna hit she?” He dropped his hands, but his eyes flashed angrier. “I 
not put a hand to no woman, deserving as she be!”    
Yve let his words float past her. All this time she’d felt numb in his presence. Helpless, 
somehow. But today was different. She was not afraid!  
 “In my country, woman know her place,” he said, moving past Yve, expecting her silent 
acceptance, she knew. “She in the streets here,” he went on. “She think she somethin’!” 
Yve felt fury seeping into her bones. “You got no country no more, old man!” she yelled 
back. The neighbors in this nice town would hear. She wanted them to.  
“Backward jungle you come from! That place is dead! Listen at you! You can’t even talk 
American after a lifetime!” 
He stopped with his hand on the door. “What she say?” He twisted his head over his 
shoulder.  
“My name—” she pushed past him to go inside, “—is not she. I am Yve!” She stormed 
through the kitchen, ignoring the aroma of scorching meat, stomped across the small living room 
to swoop up her purse, and ran up the stairs to her room. She slammed the door and glanced at 
the lock. For the first time, she clicked it.  
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What to do now? The burning steak was smoking; the smell wafted in from the window. 
She hoped it would catch fire. Maybe the kitchen would burn up, and him in it…she wasn’t sorry 
that she felt so. She flopped on the bed, listening to him rant and bang downstairs. 
In the months after her mother died, she couldn’t get out of this bed most days. He didn’t 
make her go to school but expected her to cook and clean. It was easy; her mother had shown 
her. Later, when she went through her mother’s things, she took her scissors and needles and 
sewing machine. Her mother had shown her how to use them. It was better to remember her 
mother through doing than sitting in classrooms with people she didn’t know. How could she tell 
anybody her mother was dead? How could she admit that her old father believed girls and their 
mothers were his beasts of burden?  
Yve rolled over on the bed. She’d read that somewhere: “beasts of burden.” It was a 
miracle that she’d remembered it. It had never been that she didn’t like school—only that she’d 
spent more time out than in, and keeping up finally got to be too hard. Too much. She’d quit.  
He didn’t care. “She not get nothin’ from the books, only trouble,” he said. And when 
Yve found work a year ago making alterations at a cleaner’s, he’d demanded half her pay even 
though he was long retired and getting a pension.  
 Yve stared at the ceiling. “Other people don’t live like me,” she whispered to herself, 
thinking of the kids on the street. She could’ve laughed with them, joined in their happy group 
to…do what? Her imagination ran out as his feet sounded on the stairs. He came to her door and 
rattled the knob.  
“My house!” he shouted. “She don’t know it’s my house? Mine!”   
Yve was silent. She heard him switch on his radio. Loud music from his dead country 
blasted through the shared wall. He was nearly deaf. He would roll a new cigarette, taking off his 
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shoes with stiff old fingers. He sat up half the night, talking on the phone to some of his old man 
friends in a jumble of English and patois. She listened to him bumping and muttering. 
Then there was a loud crash, a thump, and nothing. Yve sat up.  
Moaning. “Yveline.” 
Yve sat up straighter. Faint, it was—not exactly weak, she thought. But he’d called her 
name. 
“Yveline.” 
Yve unlocked her door and hurried to open his. She had not been inside the room in 
years, and scarcely remembered what was what, but he was sprawled on the threadbare carpet. 
His eyes were open, reaching for her, but his body was contorted and still. 
“What?” she shouted, unable to be gentle. “What happened?” 
“Yveline,” was all he kept muttering.  
Yveline stepped over him to the black telephone on the bedside table and dialed 911. She 
tried to sound urgent, giving the address clearly, and his age, and his name. 
It seemed she heard the sirens before she hung up. She looked down at him, wondering 
what she should do. Put a pillow underneath his head? Try to lift him up? 
Now his eyes were judging her. 
 “What can I do?” she asked. His lips moved, yet no more sounds came out. Still, he was 
looking. Watching. Judging.  
The sirens grew louder, and in a short time there was thudding on the door downstairs.  
“I have to let them in,” she said, and fled. Yve heard herself explaining, answering to the 
paramedics as they trounced up, though she stopped halfway. She didn’t know what to feel, so 
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she leaned against the wall at the foot of the stairs, listening to the commotion echo above her 
head. 
“Miss!” one of them shouted down. “He’s barely responsive. We’re gonna take him to 
Mountainside.”   
Yve nodded without looking up. She averted her eyes as the burly man and woman 
hustled him down on the stretcher.  
“You his daughter? You want to come with?” A third one shoved a clipboard and pen at 
Yve. She scrawled her signature. She nodded her head, then shook her head. 
“I—I—” Words failed her. A part of her wanted to ask if he’d be right again; another part 
of her preferred not to know anything at all. 
The paramedic did not seem shocked or surprised at Yve’s lack of appropriate emotion; 
he circled something on the top form and tore it off, handing it to her.  
“You can call this number for information,” he said. She followed him to the door, 
blinking in the startling brightness of the swirling lights on the ambulance. Before she shut out 
the glare, the noise of the siren and him, she noticed that a few of the neighbors in this nice town 
had gathered across the street. 
Where were they before? Yve wondered. 
She went up to his room, where the radio was still playing, although the music had given 
way to a droning voice commenting on the day’s news in English with a heavy accent. 
“Outrage around the world as the terrorists Boko Haram threaten to sell the 200 
Nigerian schoolgirls kidnapped three weeks ago. The outlaw leader claims the girls should never 
have been in school in the first place; they should be married.” 
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Poor girls, Yve thought. Automatically, she began to pick up the tossed rubber gloves 
with her fingertips, dropping them into the wastebasket. She nudged aside an empty syringe and 
torn paper wrappers marked Sterile, and then sat in his chair to look about the room. It smelled of 
cigar smoke and joint rub, but it was neat. He slept in a twin bed pushed against one wall. Yve 
stared at it, wondering if he’d ever sleep there again. Her gaze moved from the faded quilt that 
she knew her mother must have made to a suitcase pushed halfway underneath the bed. Why was 
that? In the scramble, they could have kicked it, she supposed. But not unless it had been pulled 
out already. 
Yve leaned. The suitcase was pale green, hardly his taste. She moved slowly, rising and 
then kneeling, sliding the thing out, flipping the latches. It wasn’t locked. Just as slowly, Yve 
raised the lid, and her mother came out in the scent of lilacs.  
She fingered carefully through blouses and skirts until she uncovered the small perfume 
bottle, tightly closed and still somehow leaking its contents into the room, into Yve. Her 
mother’s things. The things he’d kept. Yve picked up a scarf painted with bright flowers and 
draped it around her neck. It was a light, pretty thing. Then she saw a pouch at one end of the 
case. She unzipped it. 
The fat envelope inside was addressed to Yve’s mother. The seal had already been 
broken. Yve sucked in a breath and read out loud, “Final Judgment of Divorce.” There was her 
mother’s name. There was her father’s name. Some kind of tremor started deep inside Yve, 
rumbling and rolling and shaking her. She crumpled the edge of the document in her hands as 
she scanned down the page looking for a date.  
April 30, 2006. One month before the headaches got so bad that she had trouble seeing, 
and went to a doctor. Three months before she died. 
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Yve rocked back against the bed and the quake inside her let loose a wail and dry heaves 
that turned quickly into sobs. 
Her mother had decided it was time to go. She was planning an escape. 
“Why didn’t you tell me, Mommy?” Yve cried into the scarf. He knew, and he’d never 
said. He had kept her bound with his meanness and backward ways, never telling her. She 
grieved over what she’d missed: mothering, schooling, friends—freedom. 
When her crying stopped she lay there all night, empty.  
At the blush of day the telephone rang and rang. Yve dragged herself over to answer it. 
She half-listened. 
He was broken, they said. He would have to go somewhere called rehabilitation, they 
said. He would need forever care, they said. Did she—? 
“No.” Yve said. “There is no one to do for him. I’m only a girl.” She hung up the phone 
carefully and looked at it for a moment, as if she expected them to ring back. She waited, her 
mind curiously empty of the past, only filled with calm. The phone remained quiet.   
Yve stood up, and the room spun a little before it settled. It was time to go.  
She walked over to sit on his bed, running one hand between the mattress and springs, her 
fingers searching. She found a roll of hundreds held together by a rubber band. Yve reached 
underneath her shirt and slipped the money into her bra. In a flash of memory she saw her 
mother doing the same. For the first time in a long time, Yve smiled.  
She reached back into the suitcase and grabbed the bottle of perfume. Then she moved 
quickly to her room. She walked over to her mother’s sewing machine, opened the little drawer 
that held extra needles, and pulled out her own roll of cash. Sure it was only twenties, but she 
was his daughter after all, wasn’t she?  
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She changed into fresh clothes. 
Into the large purse that she took to work she dropped a few changes of underwear, an 
extra shirt, and a pair of jeans that she had secretly bought but never worn. Her mother’s perfume 
and heavy sewing scissors with the black handles.  She put the perfume and the rest of the money 
into a separate compartment, then zipped the purse closed.  
Yve raised the window shade and saw the rooftops and backyards of strangers. There was 
nothing to hold dear. The weather had changed overnight. The air was crisp and comfortable. 
She opened her door and walked down the stairs with purpose. At the front door she paused. Of 
course, he always had his house keys clipped to his belt. She clicked the slam lock, threw her 
keys clattering across the wood floor of the living room, and she was out. 
She walked to the bus stop and headed for work. It was not yet seven in the morning 
when she arrived at the cleaners.  
“You early. He put you out?” The Korean wife of her boss frowned at Yve’s bulging 
purse. She was the one who’d suggested that Yve put aside a little money each payday, after he 
showed up soon after she started, just to prove she had not lied. Just to make sure he would get 
some of her money. 
Yve shook her head.   
“He hit you?” The woman looked at her closely. Her husband came up behind her, 
listening. 
“No,” Yve said. “I left.”  
Her eyes darted to the customer’s mirror on the near wall. Not quite recognizing the girl 
she saw there, she straightened her shoulders and turned away.  
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“You think I might get off early, to go and see about getting another place to stay?” Yve 
asked her boss. The boss’s wife clucked. 
“It’s about time,” she said. 
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Lost and Found 
 
 
“Hey, Miles! Want to hit that new burger place for lunch?” one of the young clerks in the 
photography research room called out across the floor. Miles, a veteran librarian of ten years, 
looked up with his eyebrows raised as did a few of the other patrons working at tables or 
computer terminals.  
“No thanks,” Miles said. He hadn’t slept well for the past few nights, and felt out of sorts. 
Besides, he really wanted to take his camera up to Central Park to take some pictures, and he 
wanted to be alone. The clerk shrugged, and when Miles glanced at the time on his computer 
screen a few minutes later, he logged off, grabbed his backpack, and headed out. 
He loved the park, especially in springtime. The twenty-block walk from his job at the 
main branch of the library was one of his few real pleasures. But this time he felt tired as he 
entered at 59th Street, probably because he’d skipped breakfast and had several cups of coffee. 
He chose a bench in the sun because he felt weird and wobbly, deciding it might be best to eat 
his sandwich before wandering farther on the paths. But when he’d eaten and stood up, he felt as 
if something inside his chest exploded. 
 There were voices. A siren blared. More voices, urging. Demanding. 
“Black male. Mid- to late thirties…Come on, Man! Hang on! Stay with me!” 
But Miles couldn’t stand the pain. His eyelids fluttered and closed. He let himself lose 
control, swirling into dizzying blackness. He had been to this dream-world a few times before: 
once a hard hit on a football field, once in a fight over something he’d mistakenly thought was 
his. Each time the lure of staying felt stronger; it seemed easier to float and forget, detached from 
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every, any, all kinds of hurt. Detached from the real world where he’d never quite belonged to 
anybody.  
There was a soundtrack to this weakened state of his, and the soundtrack was always the 
same: Sam Cooke’s gravelly wail. It’s been a long time coming, but I know… a change gone 
come… 
His grandmother had played that record till it died, then found it on a cassette tape to 
blast from an old boom box during her smoke-filled card parties. Nine-year-old Miles had Sam 
Cooke in mind on the day he decided to make a break for it. He waited till around three in the 
afternoon, when he knew his grandmother was deep into that heavy sleep that she fell into when 
she stayed up all night. He’d decided to travel light—not that he had much to carry anyway. He 
stole forty dollars from her dresser drawer and safety-pinned it in a plastic sandwich bag inside 
the waistband of his underpants. Nobody was on the stoop when he slipped out of the front door. 
Lucky.  
He pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head. The sharp January wind whipped his 
jacket open before he could zip it, but he didn’t stop. He walked fast, to the corner, two blocks 
down to 125th Street. Then he zigged and zagged across blocks going downtown, to avoid 
anyone who might recognize him. Hunched against the cold, he entered Central Park at 110th on 
the Fifth Avenue side, and slowed his roll. His plan was to get to the Port Authority bus station 
before dark, but not to raise any suspicion. Plenty kids traveled on their own in New York; he 
only had to keep his cool.  
He was planning his lie for the ticket agent in the bus station when he saw a plastic 
garbage bag move. 
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At first, Miles kept going. But a sudden funny feeling made his stomach wiggle. The 
wind made a sound, like a whisper. Stop, Miles, the airy voice said in his ear. He looked around. 
No one was coming along the cobble walk. He was far away from Fifth Avenue, with its buses 
and taxis.  
Stop. He dragged his feet toward the dark sheet of plastic. Was it a rat? He wasn’t scared 
of them, but he sure didn’t like them. As he got closer a kind of calm fell over him, almost like 
another layer of clothes. He pulled back the edge of the bag with a rustle. 
There was a baby inside. A real, breathing baby. The baby blinked at him with huge  
eyes. Miles stared for a moment. They weren’t black, or brown. They were blue! 
“Whoah! What’re you doing here?” Miles asked. He leaned close and touched the baby’s 
chocolate skin. It wasn’t warm, but it wasn’t cold, either. Just cool. When his fingertip poked the 
smooth little arm, the baby’s oval face scrunched up, and it meowed like a kitten.  
“You cold?” The baby was clean, but naked with something nasty looking hanging from 
the navel; it was a girl. Miles didn’t have anything to wrap her up in except his coat. He quickly 
took it off and spread it on the plastic bag. He rolled her up in his coat and snuggled her to his 
chest with one arm; she was no heavier than a bag of rice. He patted the bag with his other hand. 
“No blanket, no bottle, no note, no nothing. How come somebody would do this?” He 
looked up, scanning the walkways, just in case someone was watching.  
Miles had heard stories about girls who had babies they didn’t want. His own mother 
hadn’t wanted him. And on the news, they sometimes reported about babies thrown away in 
trashcans.  
This baby girl was alone, just like he was.  
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“Don’t worry,” he said. “Your big brother Miles got you.” He’d never had real blood 
brothers or sisters, not even steps.  
He hugged the baby close and pulled back his coat collar. She wasn’t making a sound 
now, just giving him an intense stare. He touched her tiny fingers, feeling like a giant. The baby 
instantly grabbed a tight hold. 
“Yeah!” Miles laughed. “Girl got a grip!” He smiled at the brown blue-eyed baby and 
stood up.  
Rising above the skeleton treetops in the distance was the steeple of one of those huge 
churches on the east side of the park. Miles sighed. His plans had to change. He walked fast, and 
when he exited the park he tried to act like he was holding anything other than a baby. He 
avoided the eyes of people on the sidewalk as he hurried down Fifth Avenue. At 52nd Street he 
stopped and looked at the stone cathedral that took up almost an entire city block, but decided 
against going inside the shining front doors at the top of the steps. Instead he kept going and 
turned the corner.  
“How’re you doing?” he whispered, shifting his arms so that he could look at the baby. 
Her eyes were closed. Was she freezing? Was she dying? Miles looked frantically for another 
door that belonged to the church. Near the end of the block he saw a normal sized wooden door. 
He cuddled the baby in one crook of his arm, and leaned on the doorbell. 
 A tall nun in black clothes pulled the door open. “Hello, there,” she said.  
Miles held up the baby. “I found this baby!” he said, talking very fast. “It--she was on a 
piece of paper in the plastic bag, in the park where I found her, but I forgot to pick it up…I was 
so, like surprised!” He gulped in a breath. “Her name is January,” he lied. 
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Yes, he had named her. Why not? Didn’t people give babies presents when they were 
born? Well, that name was his. And Miles thought that his gift of a name sure trumped the 
baby’s mother’s gift, a roomy garbage bag in Central Park. 
“And what is your name?” the nun asked. He couldn’t tell if she believed his story or not. 
“Miles. Miles…Davis.” Another half-lie. He hoped that telling a lie in a building next 
door to a church wasn’t as bad as actually doing it inside one. 
Miles quickly pulled his hood back so he might seem less like some random street kid 
and held January tighter, closer, feeling the warmth from her little body. The nun lifted a corner 
of Miles’ jacket to take a look at the baby.  
 “Come with me, Miles Davis,” she said. Then she spun around to stride along the quiet 
hallway. He followed her to a bright office lined with bookcases and pointed to a high-backed 
chair, but Miles continued standing as the nun spoke in what was supposed to be a reassuring 
tone. 
“I’m Sister Leo,” she said. “How old are you, Miles?” 
“Almost ten.” 
 “You’ve done the right thing, Miles. A wonderful thing. The Lord certainly rewards a 
deed as great as this!” Sister Leo sat down. “We have to call the police in, you know. People 
can’t just abandon their children.”  
January whimpered, and Miles glanced at her. How well did he know that was a lie?  
“Um hmm,” he said. 
Another nun appeared in the doorway, and Sister Leo motioned to January. Without 
thinking, Miles took a step back. It was kind of crazy, he knew, but he really felt connected to 
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her. And stranger still, when the other nun gently pried January away Miles was more upset than 
he could ever remember being. How had a day that started out so differently turned into this? 
 “Don’t worry,” Sister Leo said.  
Miles didn’t take his eyes off the bundle inside his coat as the new nun disappeared into 
the hallway. 
“And what about you? Where do you belong?” Sister Leo tilted her head, and her black 
headpiece swung like a curtain over her shoulder.  
 “Can I see January one more time before…before…” Miles didn’t know what might 
happen next. He fought the urge to grab January back and run. 
“If you answer the question,” Sister Leo nodded, “I’m sure we can arrange it.” 
“I don’t have nobody,” he answered.  
**** 
In the emergency room, the voices from Miles’ past and the ones in his present swarmed in and 
out of his memories.   
“His heart rate is increasing! BP increasing!” 
His life didn’t flash before him. It strolled. It lingered indiscriminately. It mercilessly 
reminded him of all that he was not.  
After the run away incident his grandmother locked him in on the weekends. Miles 
endured, curled up in the farthest corner of their second-floor-rear room with books and 
magazines from the public library. He never mentioned January to his grandmother, but 
sometimes he wondered about her, where she was, and if babies could miss someone. 
Sister Leo became very inquisitive in a church kind of way, following up on him at 
school and even dropping in herself a few times to check on his living situation. About a year 
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later, his grandmother returned after a little four-day vacation without him—just as Sister Leo 
was leaving. Miles was dragged to family court, where it all came out that his grandmother 
brought men back to the card table next to the hot plate to share cheap gin and maybe a few 
hours behind the Chinese screen. Catholic Charities took him.  
The foster mother where they placed him was decent and honest to a fault, so she 
expected Miles to be, too. He craved affection, but she wasn’t the type. She did her duty, and that 
was all. Miles was left to find that in library books and in his imagination. In a way, she wasn’t 
that different from his grandmother, but he was much lonelier than he’d ever been in the rooming 
house when his grandmother’s loud, laughing friends came around. At least they’d joke with 
him, toss a candy bar his way every now and then, sometimes even blast her for not doing better 
by him.  
Miles realized how strange it was to feel fond of dysfunction, but he became desperate in 
the neat, clean apartment that had no yelling, no candy, no laughter. And so when he was around 
fourteen he stole forty dollars from her purse, just to see some emotion. He didn’t even go 
anywhere with it, or spend it. He sat in his room waiting. He listened for her to go into her room 
and make the discovery. She knocked on his door immediately. She walked over to him with 
steady eyes and held out her hand. 
“Give it,” she said. He dropped the bills, still neatly folded the way she always did, into 
her palm. 
“I can’t have you doing this,” she said. “You’re gonna have to leave here.”  
Miles was shocked. He hadn’t counted on her turning her back on four years. So when 
she went into her room to pick up the telephone, he decided for the second time in his life to run. 
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All he took this time was what he could fit into his backpack: school books, an extra T-shirt and 
a change of underwear. 
By then Miles was in high school. He went back to the old block even though his 
grandmother hadn’t bothered to keep in touch. She had moved. It was spring, and he considered 
hanging out in Central Park. He thought of January, and the fact that she would be about five or 
six by now. He wondered if her life was better than his. He hoped so. 
Miles used his student pass to ride the subways for a couple of days. Sweet Rose Pierre, 
who sat next to him in homeroom, was his saving grace. Rose noticed that his clothes looked 
slept in, and that he was coming out of the subway station every morning. She noticed that he 
carried all his books around.  
“You sleeping on the train?” she whispered after a week. Miles had pretty much stopped 
lying by then. It didn’t get him anything.  
“Yeah,” he murmured, and she slid her uneaten pizza onto his tray in the cafeteria. Rose 
took him home, where her Haitian grandmother asked to see his report card. When she saw 
mostly Bs, she agreed to let him sleep on their sofa. Every day Miles felt as though he was living 
inside a dream. Mama Pierre made breakfast and dinner. He and Rose studied together; he met 
some of her friends; she encouraged him to try out for football. When Miles got knocked out on 
a rough play, Mama Pierre made some kind of weird smelling poultice and wrapped it around his 
head. Miles got a job at a downtown photography store, and bought his first camera. Rose let him 
take pictures of her all the time. She started introducing him as her cousin. 
She had a deep dimple in her right cheek, and when she smiled, sun shone from her 
smile. During senior year Miles discovered that he wanted to be more than a cousin or a friend. 
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“I want to tell you something, Rosie,” he said one day in between snapping pictures of 
the basketball players at Rucker Park. He turned the camera on Rose, who flipped her ponytail 
and grinned. 
“What?” She struck a few vogue poses. 
Miles stopped shooting and let the camera dangle from its neck strap. “I love you.” 
 “You just say that because no other girl would hang around with you and that camera.” 
“No,” he said. “I never felt close to nobody like this before…” But January’s purple eyes 
flashed in his thoughts just then. When that baby had grabbed his hand, it was like some 
invisible, indestructible string had hooked them together. For a long time he’d thought if 
anything bad ever happened to January, he would feel the hurt inside. He would know their 
connection was broken. Was that love, too? Was that what love was supposed to be like? Miles 
wasn’t sure he felt that same way about Rose. He was momentarily confused, but maybe she 
could help him figure things out. 
“I’m for real, Rose,” he said.  
“Stop playing, Miles!” Rosie said, dancing over to fake-punch him in the shoulder. 
But as she looked at his face Rose’s smile flickered.  
 “You’re not kidding,” she whispered. “Oh, wow. Oh—Miles, I—” She slid away from 
him. “I love you too, but not like that. I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay,” Miles lied, and his stomach cramped into a painful knot.   
 The sky clouded over, the game broke up. A boy from school walked up and put his arm 
around Rose’s waist; Miles glared at him. He didn’t care that the boy was six-four and weighed 
about two hundred pounds, Miles threw a punch. The next thing Miles knew, he was waking up 
on the asphalt as raindrops fell. 
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Nothing was ever the same between them. When they graduated Rose went to California 
with her father and Mama Pierre moved to Florida. Miles pushed the pain down and worked his 
way through Hunter College, only half-hoping to find someone to tether his heart to other than a 
blurry brown memory. As the years passed he worked, he took pictures, and as he walked 
through the streets of New York City every day he was keenly aware that some necessary, some 
crucial part of him—was missing. 
 
**** 
 
In the hospital, Miles’ eyes rolled under their lids. An awful light bored right through them. The 
light was heavy, so heavy that it was crushing his chest. He tried to thrash, to fling the unyielding 
brightness away, but he was powerless. He floated in that unreal place, reliving the ache of 
Rose’s innocent refusal, hearing January’s whimper echo across the years.  
“You’ve got to wake up. We’re not giving up on you.” He heard, clearly. Coolness 
surged through his veins. The pain began to fade. The light faded, along with the sounds and the 
memories. 
When Miles opened his eyes again, the light in the hospital room was low and 
comfortable. The rhythm of the machines beeping and clicking wasn’t irritating. He knew that he 
was impaired—his chest was tight and achy—but still, he felt oddly buoyant. As if he could 
levitate. Or fly. 
He turned his head toward the window. Through slightly opened blinds, he could see 
green trees. That was Central Park. Sun was shining outside. 
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Your heart was broken, but you can fix it, Miles. The words were in his head, insistent but 
not frightening. Just like the voice directing him back toward a plastic bag on that cold day so 
many years ago. He hadn’t thought about that experience in a long time. The details he’d buried 
somewhere were pushing, prodding their way to the surface.  
The door opened. Hospital sounds flooded in, disconcerting him. He shifted in the bed 
and blinked. A man was standing near the doorway frowning at a clipboard—or was it a tablet? 
Miles was still woozy. 
“Mr. Gallier? Miles Gallier?”  
“Yes?”  
“Sorry to bother you. I’m from admissions. We’re just trying to clear up your next of kin 
or emergency contact.” He scrolled. “You had your work ID on you, so we checked with HR at 
the Library. They have on file a Sister Leo Barringer from Catholic Charities?” He looked up. 
Sister Leo! The last time he’d spoken to Sister Leo was the day he’d gone to tell her 
about getting his job at the library nearly seven years ago. She was surprised and pleased to see 
him.  
“Congratulations,” she told him. “I knew good things would come to you.” 
“How is my little sis?” Miles asked Sister Leo. 
“I’ve told you, Miles, that she’s in a good home,” Sister Leo said. “Everything else is 
confidential.”  
“I would leave her my benefits, if I could.” 
“Miles—” 
“Okay, okay. Then Sister, I’m putting your name down as my beneficiary.” 
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“You’ll marry someone much younger and prettier than me!” She laughed. Of course, he 
never had married and he’d never gone back to see Sister Leo again—partly because he felt 
ashamed that her prediction hadn’t come true. He’d never thought to amend any of his personnel 
records, either. Maybe Sister Leo was dead by now. 
Miles heard the machines in his hospital room beep faster.  
“Hey, don’t get excited,” the admissions guy said. He looked alarmed. “I’m sorry, I 
just—I mean, they said she’s long retired, and—” 
Miles tried to respond, but he was breathless. A well-dressed woman came into the room. 
“I think you’re distressing this patient,” she said to the admissions fellow with authority. 
“You need to leave now.” The man slinked past her, mumbling on his way out. 
Miles was amused at the way she’d pulled rank. He took her to be a legal type, probably 
some hospital administrator. She wore a tailored navy suit and carried a black briefcase. But the 
scarf visible underneath her jacket drew his attention. Against a pale blue background danced 
what seemed to be an assortment of tiny white snowflakes. Snowflakes, in spring! Miles blinked 
up at the abundance of thick auburn locks that fell over her shoulder, although they were pulled 
back from her face. It wasn't full and wasn't slim either; it was oval. Almond shaped eyes stared 
at him through funky black glasses. Miles gasped. Her eyes were bright and strange—and blue. 
“Well. Miles Davis, I’ve found you,” the woman said evenly.  
The machines sped up their beat; he swallowed down a surge of nausea, then breathed 
slowly.  
 “Are you—real?” Miles was surprised that his own words sounded so normal, as if he 
were asking a library patron about the name of a missing file.  
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“I’m real.” She smiled, and her full lips pulled back to show braces on her teeth. Then she 
eased a chair nearer to the bed and sat down.  
“My name is Jan Kirkland. But since you have some kind of thing with names, January. 
When I was adopted my name went with me.”  
He touched her hand and tried to do the math. “You really are… January?” 
She nodded. “That’s the name on my birth certificate. You can thank Sister Leo for that. 
And for today. You’re a strange guy, Miles Gallier. Making a retired nun your next of kin. Lucky 
for you she’s going to live forever. The other night I got this call from upstate New York.” 
“Sister Leo?” Miles asked.   
“Ninety-years-old!” Jan tapped out the words against his pillow for effect, and Miles 
laughed, feeling his entire body relax.  
“She’s been sending my parents Christmas cards for years. They gave her my number, 
and I was on the phone with her for an hour. When she told me the last time she saw you had just 
gotten a job at the New York Public Library, I had to just sit down and pull myself together. I 
couldn’t believe it. Do you know how many hours I spent in there, Miles Gallier?” 
Miles was silent. Dumbfounded.  
“Anyway,” January said, “she’s still bossy as ever. She told me that you almost died three 
days ago. You had some kind of heart episode; they operated. She said I had to be her eyes and 
ears and legs, and come to see about you. I work here in Manhattan, so I came and asked about 
your case. The nurses said that you were struggling in that in-between place some patients get 
stuck in. They said nobody else had been in to see about you.”  
“Ah.” Miles smiled and closed his eyes for a moment, just listening to her voice. 
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“I have been hoping to find the boy who saved my life almost ever since I could 
remember. I guess I didn’t really want it to happen this way, though. After I finished law school I 
tried to find out about my birth parents. No luck there. But when I spoke to Sister Leo the other 
night, I found out that it was you who gave me my name.” 
“And I told her mine was Miles Davis.”  
January laughed. “Unfortunately for you she was a big jazz fan. She said she’d never 
forgotten the first time she saw the two of us— it wasn’t every day that a black boy who looked 
like light coffee rescued a blue-eyed, chocolate baby.”   
Miles struggled to collect himself. “I’m an old man now, not really that boy anymore,” he 
said.  
January looked down at her hands; he did too. Her hands were long and smooth and 
perfect, Miles thought. He remembered how tiny they had been. How much he hadn’t wanted her 
to die. She looked back at him, but all he could see was that tiny oval face staring wide-eyed at 
him in the cold. He remembered holding her close enough to feel her heartbeat. The loss he’d felt 
at leaving her. 
“I’ve come in a couple of times to talk to you, ” she said. “When you finally started 
coming around, the nurses said I helped save your life.”  
Miles smiled. “So it was your voice in my head.” 
January looked puzzled.  
He tried haltingly to explain. “The day I found you, I thought I heard somebody speaking 
to me. Sort of leading me to you.” 
“Ohhh.” She nodded. “That’s deep.” She paused, then said, “I guess we’re even, then.” 
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They stared at each other for five silent minutes. Then January glanced at her watch, but 
didn’t get up. 
“Why did you name me?” she finally asked him. “I always wondered.” 
Miles leaned back onto his pillows. “I was just a lonely, lost kid. Nobody had ever given 
me anything, and I wanted to give you a gift. I had it in my head that I was something like a big 
brother, and I—” 
“Wait.” Jan said. “Just stop.” 
Miles wrinkled his brows. “What?” 
I feel like I’ve known you my whole life,” she said.  
Miles only smiled. He wanted to shout: I have! You were my one constant, our 
connection was never broken. But he thought if he said that she just might think he was crazy 
and run.  
January stood up, her blue eyes fixed on Miles. “You won’t be able to go back to work 
for a few weeks,” she said. “Is there someone to bug you? See that you’re doing the right 
things?”  
Miles shook his head.  
“Well, Miles Gallier,” she said. “I spent twenty-seven years believing I never had a 
brother or sister. Seems I was wrong. If you don’t mind, I’ll come back to see you tonight. 
We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” 
The door swung quietly shut behind her. Miles turned his head to look out at Central Park 
again. One day soon, he decided, he would take a perfectly lit photograph of January in the place 
where they first met. 
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Thanksgiving 
 
 
  
“Hey, Karen. I just left the office. What are you talking about? It’s after noon on the day before 
Thanksgiving. No! My sister Tracy is making the sweet potato pies. No, I’m not going. Oh, don’t 
‘Natasha’ me. After what my mother said? I told her I was not coming. I’m not evil! Girl, I told 
you she said I was…desperate. Her exact words were, ‘cold, conniving and desperate.’ Why 
would a mother even say that? What does it even mean? I never asked her for a thing. I put 
myself through school, and I worked hard to get where I am in this business. I know she’s pissed 
about my grandmother’s property, but I didn’t ask to be executor. And wait—she also said no 
man was never going to marry anybody like me, so I ought to stop dragging Roman down. Yes. 
You see, now? Never anything positive. Ever. Tell me, what is that? Of course I went off on her. 
I’m never speaking to her again. I mean it! Wait. Hold on. 
(Incoming call.) 
  “Natasha Baxter speaking. Oh, Magdalena, please don’t give him my cell number! He 
knows the office is closed this afternoon for the holiday. That was not an emergency. I already 
sent the revised schedule to him, to production and to the client. If he would just learn how to 
read his own e-mail he would know all that. Yes, tell him, and then leave. Well, don’t let him 
make you miss your plane. Fine. If you have to, tell him that if he has any more problems he can 
call me. Bye. 
(Call waiting.) 
 “Karen? You still there? Yeah, it was my assistant about that new department head. He’s 
a real dinosaur with no boundaries. Ha! Right, right. If only he understood that I do not want his 
job. Oh! I have a second interview at Vent Publishing next Tuesday. Already made my hair 
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appointment. Franklin is doing my color. I think I’m wearing….really?  Okay. Don’t show up 
late at your child’s soccer game and blame me. Talk to you later.” 
(Incoming call.) 
 “This is Natasha Baxter—Oh, hey Honey. Why do you do that? You know I 
automatically go into business mode... Oh, that’s sweet. Thanks—your professional voice sounds 
sexy, too. Yes, I already left, and I’m walking up Broadway to the bookstore to pick up that 
latest fantasy series for Misha. How long? Oh, I’ve been her Big Sister for…four years? I do like 
it. I guess I get a lot out of it, too. Yes. but before that—can you still leave in time to have a 
drink? Great. Well, I wasn’t expecting dinner. No, not because of that. I already told you there’s 
not going to be any pie baking at my apartment this year. Why do people refuse to believe that I-
am-done-with-my-mother! I didn’t change my mind. Honey, don’t you have enough drama in 
your own family? Why do men always think they know better? Back to tonight. If you want to 
do dinner instead, what time? All right. It’s still early. Six gives me time to run some errands. 
Just let me know where. And here’s another call. Gotta go.  Me too. Kisses! Bye. 
 (Incoming call.) 
 “Hello? Dr. Parker! No, you didn’t catch me in the middle of anything. I was just 
browsing in a bookstore. Mmm hmm. Looking for a couple of books for Misha. Really, you got 
her father to take her—glasses? That makes total sense. As smart as I know Misha is, her grades 
shouldn’t be dipping. So how long will she have to wait for the prescription to be filled? Yes, I 
know how slow the system works. Sure, tell her father that I’ll meet her at the library as  
usual on Saturday. Don’t worry. I’ll talk her into wearing them. No, I don’t think I ever did miss 
a week. Believe me, I know how hard it is not to have a mother’s support when you’re a girl that 
age. Yes. Thanks. Enjoy yours, too. 
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(Incoming call.) 
 “This is Natasha. Oh, Franklin, no! You can’t reschedule me! I have the most important 
interview of my career, and my roots must be Glowing Chestnut like the rest of my head. Well, 
move her! I know she’s my sister. You would think, Franklin, that since I was the one who 
brought her to you… Okay, no. She didn’t know I booked you for Monday. Yeah, let me just do 
that. I have her on speed dial. Yeah, I’ll get right back to you.   
 (Outgoing call.) 
 “Tracy! How dare you bump my appointment with Franklin! I told you my interview is 
next week—what? When were you trying to call me? Oh, I was talking to Karen. Well by that 
time I was dealing with some annoying stuff from work. So what’s up? Oh. Why don’t you just 
buy piecrust? I know it’s not the same, but it’s not like she will appreciate it anyway. I’m 
heading uptown to meet Roman. He did? He didn’t tell me he talked to Mama. I asked him to 
stay out of it. I hope he’s not trying to patch up our fight, because…oh, shit. She said that to him, 
about me? And she repeated it to Uncle JW? Is Mama just bona fide crazy now? She runs me 
down in front of whoever comes to mind, including my boyfriend? No, I’m not yelling in the 
street. Well, yes I must be. Some woman is staring at me—and I would mind my own business if 
I were her. There. Yeah, she turned her nosy self on around. Wait. I’m almost at the park. I’m 
going to sit on this bench.  
 “Okay. Now, what is wrong with our mother? Lonely? Well, she did that to herself, 
didn’t she? Her own children can hardly stand to be around her. And we didn’t mess up her four 
marriages! Teddy was only two when that one went down the toilet. Then she hooks up with 
Dad, but he died before he could get left behind. Raymond worshiped the ground she walked on, 
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but she left him anyway for that God-awful car dealer. Remember him, during your senior year 
of college? Yeah. Wow. 
“You know, with Roman this is the first time I didn’t start out thinking about what she 
might say about his looks, or the digits on his paycheck, or anything. I didn’t, and it’s all good. 
Well, I guess it’s different because I love him. Yes, I said it. Yes, he said it to me, too. I’m still 
kind of wrapping myself up in it. It is big, huh? After all these years I finally got it right! Yeah.   
“It just bums me that she would spend so much energy tearing me down. I know, you too, 
but seems like I’m the one she really works on. That’s why Teddy lives on another coast, right? 
Okay, back to your piecrust problem, because I have to go. Let me just tell you—yes. And 
baking powder.  No, two teaspoons for each cup of flour. Yeah, then cut in the shortening… 
Right? I wish Grandmamma was still around, too. She was the only one who could set Mama 
straight. Salt, yes… see, you know what to do. Who’s going to be over there tomorrow, anyway? 
Oh, her old gang. It’s not even real family. Well, only you, then. You’re a better woman than I 
am. How long are you going to stay? Hah! I figured. Oh, then you’re going over to your in-laws? 
Good for you.  
 “Hey, by any chance do you have Teddy’s new number handy? I didn’t put it in my 
contacts yet. Okay, wait. I have a pen. Um hum…Zero-two-five-three? Thanks.  Good luck! 
 (Outgoing call.) 
 “Hello? Teddy! Aw, no…I know I’m younger than you, but how old do I have to get 
before you stop calling me Sha-sha? Boy, we will all be in wheelchairs by then. What are my 
nephews up to? And my namesake?  Tell her I said, ‘go girl!’ And how is Angie’s business 
going? Good.  
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 “Got a minute? Well, I’m just kinda feeling funky about cutting Mama off—but please 
don’t tell Tracy. It’s all so ugly. Let’s just say I was getting the usual treatment: she says I think 
I’m too good to spend any time with her, so I go out to visit. I tell her I’m maybe about to get a 
management job; I’ve got something great going with a decent guy. And she freaking goes off. 
“I don’t need stroking, but it would be nice to get props for something from my mother 
sometimes. So I guess that means yes, I do need it. Anyway, I told Roman about it, and he tried 
to fix it. Right. I guess he comes from sane people, that’s why. And she told him to be careful 
about me, because I had always been ‘a conniving girl.’ Can you freaking believe that?  
“I know, I know. I tried to tell him how she is, and now he knows. Right. Yeah. I don’t 
know how in the world you have a solid marriage anyway. Yeah, the word “work” is the key, I 
know. She never did that, even with Dad. But how come?  Her parents were together for seventy 
years! No, I don’t get it, either. I’ve been working hard on my thing with Roman for three years, 
and… yeah, three years. It is a long time, isn’t it? Yeah, it’s been pretty good. You’re right: it’s 
more than pretty good. We had some moments, but… we’re tight. Oh! I have another call 
waiting. No, brother, I am not blowing you off. I’m a busy career woman on my cell and on my 
way. No, really. It’s Roman. Yes. Hugs to everybody.  Y’all send me some pictures of that little 
girl! Thanks, Teddy. Bye. 
(Call Waiting.) 
“Hi, Roman. I was talking to Teddy. Umm. They’re all fine. Sounds like her business is 
really taking off. Did you decide where you want to have dinner? Oh, my! I’m not dressed for 
that. You always think I look fine, but…. yes, my image, you know! Kidding. You made a 
reservation already? Hmmm… Well, okay. Where do you have to dash? What’s all this mystery? 
Well, screw my errands. If we’re having dinner at The Quarter I need to stop by Ann Taylor and 
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get something else to put on. What did you say, you dirty thing? Oooh! I will see you in two 
hours. Gotta go. Yeah, another call… 
(Call waiting.) 
 “Franklin? Sorry, I forgot to call back. Family drama. Yes, Tracy said it was fine to 
change her appointment. Sure I could use a manicure…will Pat be in? The masseuse, too? Sure, 
why not? You really want me to get this job, don’t you? Or just looking for healthier tips? Hah! 
Later. 
 (Incoming call.) 
 “Baxter. Oh, hello, Maxwell. Were you able to read my e-mail outlining the specific 
changes the client asked for, as well as the new schedule? No? Check your in-box for hard 
copies, then. I’m positive that Magdalena walked over the documents before she left. I 
understand. It’s the holiday. Everyone is a little crazy. 
“That meeting is first thing on Monday. Didn’t you get that memo? E-mail. Maxwell, you 
really must get someone from tech services to walk you through that computer tutorial again. I 
send paper, but most other people don’t anymore. You’ll end up out of somebody’s loop, you 
know. Yes. You, too. Goodbye. 
 (Incoming call.) 
 “Hello. This is Natasha Baxter. Who is this, please? Yes, this is Tasha. Hello? Uncle JW? 
Are you trying to use a cell phone? Where are you? Why are you sitting outside Mama’s house 
in your truck? You know she can probably see you from the window… You gave who a ride to 
Queens? 
 “You picked Roman up at the train station? But I just spoke to him. Was he—what do 
you mean, never mind? All you said was…Oh, my GOD! I’m sorry…taking His Name in vain, 
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yeah…but oh, my goodness! Uncle JW, what did he say to you, exactly? Well, if he didn’t say 
anything specific…Are you just getting one of your hunches, like at the track? What do you 
mean, you might have said too much? You haven’t told me anything. I didn’t expect—I mean, I 
hoped… 
 “I…uh…yes…I’m still here. I think I know what Roman’s going to do. Listen, I have to 
go. Really. No, I have to go, I’m on my way into a store. Bye. 
 (Outgoing call.) 
 “Karen! I have to tell you—I don’t care if she just scored! Roman is about to ask me to 
marry him! Are you hearing me? If you have to know, I’m in the dressing room at Ann Taylor. 
Stop talking! Yes, girl, that’s what I said! Yes! Well, I think he is. He just went out to Queens to 
ask my mother for her blessing! My Uncle JW is his partner in crime. Can you imagine? I don’t 
know where this guy came from. Another planet or something. Tracy says he called my mother 
yesterday, but I thought it was about Thanksgiving. Apparently she said more awful things about 
me. Yes, and he went over anyway! What kind of man is this? She’s never said much at all to 
him one way or the other before, come to think of it. I’m not sure why.  
 “What in the world will she say to Roman about me now? Wait. My hands are shaking on 
this zipper. Oh, this dress is very nice…Well, he said he wants to go to The Quarter for dinner, 
and I just had on some slacks, so I ran in here. What I got off the sale rack is this red, fitted 
number with a scoop neck and double pleat at the knee. Silk. Marked down twice, too. I have 
that gray sweater with me. Yes. Low sling-backs. The hair will have to do…. Girl, I wish I knew 
what she is saying about me. No, I will not call there. I’m going to go on to the restaurant. I hope 
I don’t get wasted before Roman gets there. What the devil do you mean, my answer? How long 
have you known me, girl? I’ll call you, I promise. Well, first thing tomorrow. Bye! 
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(Incoming call.) 
“Maxwell. Damn! Oops, I’m sorry. I caught my heel on something. Look, I’m just going 
in to dinner. No, I don’t have a moment. I do not have any moments at all. No. Monday. I’m 
shutting off my phone, Maxwell.”  
 (Incoming call.) 
“Hi, Teddy! I was just about to call you. I’m engaged! Diamonds and pearls, just like the 
Prince song— You couldn’t get me? I shut my off during dinner, that’s why. A conference call?  
Why? Tracy? Tracy! Girl—okay…what? A stroke? Oh, God. Where? I mean, when? Did she get 
there in time for that new treatment stuff that’s been in the news? Is she—Okay, okay.  I’m 
listening. So they don’t know yet. Left side…what kind of tests are they doing? She can’t speak. 
I mean, will that be permanent? Well, what the hell do they know? I am not losing it! Tell me 
again, when did this happen? When?   
“That was right after…right after Roman was there…oh, my God. Tracy, how can you 
even think…the idea of my being happy almost killed her? How could I enjoy the rest of my 
night if that’s even close to the truth? I know, but… I just…I just… should I go to the hospital? I 
know there’s nothing I can really do.  
“Calm down? Okay, you’re right. People all over the restaurant are looking. Yes, Teddy. 
But the last time I spoke to her, I said awful things. I told her to just stay the hell out of my life, 
and I’d stay out of hers. Well, yes… she did, too. I didn’t know she could hurt me like that, 
Teddy. She really, really hurt my heart. I’m her child! We’re all her children… What? I’m not 
crying, Tracy! What, Teddy? Yes, he’s right here. I’ll hand him my phone. Roman, my brother 
wants to talk to you.” 
**** 
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“Yes, Teddy, I’m back. He is incredible. I’m so lucky. I am thankful. But how can I say 
that when Mom is— Teddy, I don’t know what I deserve…Wait. Roman is saying something to 
me. He says I should hang up now… and listen to my heart for a change. But Tracy, wait.  
“Why doesn’t everybody come over to my apartment tomorrow? Yes, we could go after, 
right Roman? He says right. I’ll make the pies.”  
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Mr. Bird 
 
 
 
Mr. Bird woke to the chill of another day without his beloved Camilla. He sat up slowly, wincing 
at the various aches and twinges that were still with him while she was not. He smelled coffee 
and thought his mind was playing tricks on him again. He heard the soft shuffle of her slippers in 
the hallway outside the bedroom door, heard her call “Bird?” just as he slammed shut the door of 
his truck before driving into town. Fifty years couldn’t be turned off like a light bulb, his sister 
Imogene said. It was grief, his sister said.  
Mr. Bird looked over at the worn black suit weighing down the flimsy hanger on the 
closet door. Who’d come in and taken that out, he wondered? In the ten days since death had 
taken Milla, he had endured constant intrusions on his private grief, including the arrival of 
inedible cakes that sat hardening on his kitchen counters, the cold calculations of a young funeral 
director and heart-crushing comments like, “I know you must find comfort in all the years y’all 
had together.” There was no comfort in any of that. 
There was a soft knock on his bedroom door, and for a moment Mr. Bird didn’t move 
because he wasn’t sure it was real. 
“Papa?” It was his grandson’s croaky, almost-man voice. “Can I come in? I fixed your 
coffee.” 
“Come on in, boy.” The old man raised his slumped shoulders. He glanced down at his 
nearly coal black hands and realized that he was gripping the edge of the mattress. He loosened 
his fingers and sighed as Luke came in. 
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The boy almost tiptoed in, as if he were afraid he might disturb something—or someone. 
Maybe he was afraid, Mr. Bird thought; Camilla had died in this room. But what a shame that a 
place where Luke had been so loved would frighten him now!  
The boy had picked up Milla’s house chores so surely, so naturally, that the brewed 
coffee smelled just like Milla’s. 
“Here you go,” Luke said, giving his grandfather a trembly smile. And as Mr. Bird sipped 
and looked into his grandson’s olive-skinned face, the boy’s young eyes were Milla’s eyes. 
“How you holding up?” Mr. Bird asked, keenly aware that he wouldn’t know how to 
answer the question himself. He patted the covers next to him, and Luke sat down. 
“I miss her,” he said. He looked up at the black suit too, and then let his gaze roam 
around the room. “It’s like she’s not really gone,” he said.  
“I feel the same.” Mr. Bird gulped the hot coffee wishing for the first time that he was a 
different type of man, a younger one who could explain things and offer the boy a real shoulder 
to cry on. Instead, he drained the mug and looked out of the window at the few pine trees left on 
the rising hill in the distance. They seemed gray, like the January sky. 
“Why didn’t my mother come right away?” Luke suddenly asked. “Ma Milla is her own 
mother. Aren’t you supposed to go right away when something happens to your mother?” 
Mr. Bird didn’t say the first thing that came to his mind: Because your mother never grew 
up. You were a mistake, and she’s still making mistakes.  
“She had some things to take care of, that’s all. She’ll be here in time for the service 
today.”   
Luke clucked, just like Milla used to. “She doesn’t act like anybody’s mother or 
daughter,” he grumbled. 
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“She’s your mother, respect her,” Mr. Bird said. Luke shook his head, but didn’t answer 
back.  
“Now go on, take this cup back and you get dressed. You polish those shoes?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Extra shine, like I showed you?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Good. Take your lanky self out of here. I haveta put some clothes on these old bones.” 
When Mr. Bird stood up, Luke looked him directly in the eyes. Mr. Bird stepped back, startled. 
“When did this happen?” He meant to say this to himself. 
Luke grinned. “I’m almost thirteen, Papa.” 
“I believe that’s twelve and change, mister.” Mr. Bird tugged a handful of the boy’s curly 
brown hair. 
“Okay, okay!” Luke ducked away, pausing at the door. His playfulness was gone and the 
grin had faded. “Just—just don’t call yourself old. Okay?”  
Mr. Bird nodded, then moved to the tiny washroom next to the closet, the one he’d added 
for Milla, and splashed cold water onto his face before looking in the mirror. Old eyes looked 
back at him, faded old brown eyes perched over a sharp nose. He carefully brushed down the 
thin white hair on either side of his head and smoothed his stiff moustache before going back to 
the dresser to get clean socks. 
Someone, probably his sister, had tucked one of the neatly folded funeral programs 
beneath a vase of wilting flowers. Milla’s face smiled up at him from a black and white photo 
she’d taken in her last years of teaching. He blinked at the solemn message printed below it. 
Camilla Bates Hall. Sunrise, October 16, 1912. Sunset, January 11, 1982. 
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“Forgive her,” he heard Milla saying. “Even after my sunset, can’t you forgive her?” 
Tears stung Mr. Bird’s eyes and silent tears carried him back to another place, back to 
Camilla. 
**** 
It was September, but the night was clear, and the sky was filled with bright stars. Milla lay in 
the warmth of his arms as a cool breeze passed over them. They were stunned by the blessing 
they’d finally received after years of effort: Camilla’s golden face glowed with new motherhood.  
Bird held her against his heart, filled with the sureness that she would always feel firm and 
substantial, a natural part of him like the hair on his head or the hands that he used to cradle her 
breasts. 
“Birdwell?” 
“Hmmm?” He mumbled in contentment, closing his eyes. 
“One day we won’t be here like this.” 
“What you sayin,’ Milla? We’ve got long lives to live! We’re gonna name our baby girl 
Althea, like your mama, and we’re gonna see her grown to be as pretty and smart as you are!” 
“But Bird, darling, one day our baby girl will be out in the world. We have to make sure 
she can stand on her own. Make sure she knows, no matter what, that she’s the one thing we love 
best.” 
 Bird had opened his eyes in surprise to look down at Camilla. She was crying. 
 
**** 
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“Papa? I can’t get this tie.” Luke appeared just as Mr. Bird snapped his red suspenders into place. 
He didn’t remember the suit trousers fitting so loose the last time he’d worn them. The crisp 
white shirt he wore itched him—Milla knew exactly how much starch to use. Mr. Bird sighed. 
“I did try!” Luke responded with a frown, as if he assumed some judgment on his necktie 
skills.   
“Come here,” Mr. Bird said, spinning Luke around. “Look. One end shorter…” 
“I know! And then over…” 
“But not like that! This way.” 
“Ohhh. Wait! And then over, right?” 
Mr. Bird stepped back. “Right.” 
The sound of a car and crunching gravel made Luke bolt toward the living room. Bird 
followed in slow motion, leaving the bedroom for the first time this morning. His entire house 
felt unfamiliar to him, like he was walking through a dream.  
“Auntie Imogene!” Luke said, “I thought you were my mother.” 
Mr. Bird watched his sister raise her arched eyebrows. Still vain at seventy-five, Milla 
would have said.   
“I certainly am not your mother. Althea isn’t here already? Well, where is she?” The 
rapid-fire questions didn’t allow for any answers, and Mr. Bird was glad. 
“Did you have breakfast, Luke? Birdwell, have you eaten? I swear you have dropped ten 
pounds in the last week!” She hustled in with a huge purse and several grocery bags, stopping to 
peck her brother on the cheek. 
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“I know this is all too much and you’re not yourself,” she whispered. “You go sit and I’m 
gonna make you a little snack.” She looked over her shoulder. “Luke!” she bellowed, “can’t you 
help Auntie with these bags? I’ve got banana bread in here for you.” 
Mr. Bird felt relief in his sister’s presence. She, alone, could anchor him in the present. 
He obeyed her orders, thankful once again that his wife and sister had gotten along like 
gangbusters, and thankful that Milla had not been a woman who issued orders. 
He took a seat in the armchair near the front window. A dozen houseplants of different 
sizes and shapes were clustered around the end table, all with tags that said “Sympathy” and 
scrawled names. He didn’t bother to squint so he could read them. He blinked at the freshly 
dusted tabletop—Imogene’s hand had been there, he knew. Some kind of clay plate with Luke’s 
five-year-old handprint lay next to one of Milla’s fancy Lladro figurines. Behind the dancing 
china girl was a small silver frame. 
He thought of Milla’s photograph on the program, but this one was in color. And it 
wasn’t Camilla, but a snaggle-toothed child with two fat plaits tied up with red bows, and the 
same round cheeks her mother had. Althea.  
**** 
 
Camilla met him at the door with the news on that hot day thirteen years ago. As he hit the front 
step he saw heat rising in waves from the swollen wood. She was standing in the shadows just 
inside the screen door, her small lips as taut as the silver-threaded black mane pulled up from her 
temples. Her smooth forearms were folded under her breasts, and there was a strawberry smudge 
streaked across her stiff white apron. She must have been making jam. He kicked off his heavy 
boots and stepped inside.   
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“Milla,” he said, leaning to greet her with a kiss. She didn’t move in toward him like she 
usually did, but he sensed her straining to get words out.  
“Whatever is wrong with you?” he asked.  
 “Birdwell, there’s a letter from Althea there on the sideboard. She’s—” Milla turned her 
face from his and frowned into the setting sun as if it hurt her eyes. 
 “She’s in the family way, Bird.” 
 He was stunned, like the time when he was a boy and a horse had thrown him and 
knocked his breath right out. He reached for Camilla and his arm felt heavy. When his hand 
touched his wife's shoulder, she shivered. 
 “I can’t believe it,” Milla whispered, pulling away from him.   
“Lord, Bird! I should never have let her go up to New York. She would’ve been closer at 
a state school, and—” 
“We couldn’t keep a child like Thea under our thumb,” Bird interrupted, trying to make 
sense of what he heard.  
Althea had never been easy. A smart, almost brilliant child, she was never content with 
what was, always searching for something more, something better. And after all their struggles 
raising her on a country teacher and a farmer’s income, Tuskegee hadn’t been “good enough.” 
No black college would do, she told them, dashing Camilla’s dream of family tradition. Althea 
wanted to prove something. She wanted to compete on the same playing ground with those who 
considered themselves “superior.” Nowhere other than Columbia University was good enough. 
Nowhere else was worthy of her showing off all that she could accomplish. 
Bird’s anger rose slowly. He wanted to blame the big city, too; but deep down he’d 
known when Althea left that no matter how hard they loved her, there was already a mighty 
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distance between them and their only child. Should he drive up to get her? Go and find the boy—
the man? Insist that they marry? No, he thought. No. 
He came to himself and found that he was alone. The back door stood half-open, and he 
pushed it wide. Milla stood staring across the pasture at pecan trees older than their daughter, 
heavy with nuts. 
“What happened, Milla?” he asked. “Did she say?” 
Camilla shook her head without turning.  
“Then it had to be her own choosing, to give up the only thing a woman’s got,” he said. 
“Goddammit, Camilla! She chose.” 
“She says she’s only taking off next semester and the summer, then she’s going back to 
school.”  
“And what about the baby?” Bird asked. Milla finally looked at him, and he saw hurt and 
humiliation spread across her face. 
“She said she made a mistake, and she waited too late to correct it.” 
Althea came home withdrawn and close-mouthed about her circumstances, and Camilla 
gently urged Bird not to press her. It was only after the birth in the back bedroom that they 
suspected that Luke’s father was white. The way Althea didn’t even want to hold him shocked 
Bird, and she hadn’t even cared to name him. Milla had done that.  
By the time Althea went back to college, it didn’t matter to Bird that she maintained a 
scholarship and graduated with honors, or that she went on to get other fancy degrees and even 
fancier jobs.  
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Somehow over the years as he had watched Luke grow and prosper under his roof, as he 
had uneasily witnessed Althea grow and prosper so easily without him, Mr. Bird’s heart had 
done something funny. His heart had replaced the daughter he no longer understood with the 
grandson that he loved. Camilla had become his only real connection with Althea. Now that 
Milla was gone, he wasn’t sure what Althea meant to him. 
**** 
Another car was pulling into the driveway, and Mr. Bird looked away from the table, the figurine 
and the picture. Of course, she’d have to rent a car to drive from the Shreveport airport. It was a 
sensible little compact thing. Mr. Bird felt himself tense up as he blinked at the familiar 
silhouette—that could easily be a young Camilla behind the wheel. Althea didn’t get out. She 
just sat there as if the three years between her last visit and this one were a tall, barbed-wire 
fence.  
“Is it her? Is it?” Luke rushed in to peer out of the window. “Finally!” he said. 
At the same moment Mr. Bird saw Althea look toward them. He couldn’t read her expression 
through the windshield. He had thought she might not even show up. And now that she had, he 
wondered if he had somehow failed her. Was it he who had driven her away? Had he let her 
think she was a disappointment, pushing her out of Luke’s life even when he could have tried 
harder to bring them together? She opened the car door, and Mr. Bird pushed himself up out of 
the chair. 
 He felt heavy-hearted, ashamed that in Milla’s lifetime he had not been generous enough 
to make the moves to heal his daughter, or to heal himself. 
 
 49 
 “She wasn’t even in the country, son,” Mr. Bird heard himself saying. “You know that 
government work she does. She came as soon as she could.” He added with a murmur, “I believe 
she must have done her best.”  
Luke jerked his head around to stare at his grandfather.  
Mr. Bird realized that whatever he said, whatever he did today, the boy would take as his 
bible. “She did her best,” Mr. Bird said again, in a firmer tone.  
Luke came up next to him and grabbed his hand. What a firm grip the boy already had, 
Bird thought. He listened to Imogene humming some old song in his kitchen and to his 
daughter’s heels tapping up the steps and across the porch. 
She knocked on the door of the house where she’d spent seventeen years growing up. 
“Come on in,” Mr. Bird said. 
And when Althea stepped across the threshold, Mr. Bird looked into his daughter’s face 
and saw no anger or coldness, but exhaustion and grief. She swayed a little, her eyes flickering 
toward Luke, then back to her father.  
“Daddy,” she whispered, “I’m—I’m so sorry.”  
Mr. Bird reached to put an arm around her, looking over her shoulder at the little girl in 
the old photo. He hadn’t hugged his daughter in years. He let go of Luke and wrapped his other 
arm around Althea.  
“I am, too,” he said.  
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Things Between People 
 
 “If he asks me, I’m gonna say ‘yes,’” Lizzie said, propping her elbows up on the kitchen table.  
She stared into her dark cup of coffee instead of looking at her mother across the room. Ella, her 
mother, said nothing in response, but Lizzie heard Ella sigh as she opened the oven. The scent of 
nutmeg and butter wafted out. Lizzie slid a hand into her lap and spread her fingers wide, 
imagining a gold band on one of her long brown fingers.  
Randolph was late. Even the men who might be the best weren’t perfect, Lizzie thought. 
She got up abruptly and walked through their shotgun flat to the front room, feeling the swish of 
her starched cotton slip against her legs. Though it was late Sunday afternoon, she was still 
wearing her church dress, and she didn’t want it wrinkled. But the truth was Lizzie didn’t really 
want her mother’s opinion about the man she had determined to marry. She was eighteen, and 
she did know she wanted to get out of this house.  
Randolph had a good job as a stevedore down on the levee—he got some of the best pay 
a Negro man could get in New Orleans in1950. He was respectful, kind-hearted, and looked just 
like Joe Louis, which was hardly a bad thing. He said he loved her. Her brothers idolized him, 
they’d been walking out for nearly a year, and Lizzie fully expected him to visit today and claim 
her.  
She stopped, distracted, to touch a china figurine on the wood mantel. How had Mama 
managed to hold on to this one, she wondered? So many of her nice things had been wrecked, or 
lost in moves. This one was very old. Lizzie squinted. The yellow-haired little porcelain girl had 
been mended, right across her pink sleeve. Lizzie looked away quickly, but not soon enough to 
avoid remembering just when, and how, this pretty thing had been broken.  
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One Saturday night when she was six, supper was on the table in another kitchen, in yet 
another house. They had red beans and rice dotted with knobs of pickled pork. Lizzie and her 
little brother Willie sat on the bench along the wall, while Mama sat on the other side with two-
year-old George (mostly called Noonie). Daddy’s chair at the head of the table was empty.  
In the middle of Mama’s telling Willie’s favorite story about Jonah and the whale, 
footsteps sounded at the back door.   
“Who dat?” Noonie demanded from his perch of stacked telephone books. Everybody 
else knew who it was—Goins, the landlord—because nobody else came in that way. As he let 
himself in, Mama bristled and stood up.  
He was a fat yellow man with a hound dog’s sagging face, and he came in with his hat in 
his hands like he was begging. But Lizzie knew differently. She knew that yesterday was Rent 
Day, her daddy’s payday, too. And Daddy hadn’t been home in three days.  
“Sure smells good up in here, Ella.” Goins’ voice was a low rumble. His eyes slid to the 
table. 
 “I’ll have to see you Monday,” Mama said, raising her chin. Lizzie noticed that she did 
not call the man by name. Sometimes it was what Mama didn’t do that showed just how angry 
she was. Goins spun his hat between his fingers.  
“Now, I understand how hard it must be, dealing with a man like Pim,” he said. Lizzie 
shifted on the bench. Pim was her Daddy.  
Ella looked straight at Goins without blinking. “You say that like you haven’t most likely 
been out in the street and seen Pim somewhere, and had a chance to demand your money instead 
of drinking it up with him.”   
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Goins grinned and stepped closer to Mama. “You a smart thing, Ella,” he said. “Maybe 
we can work something out.” 
Lizzie frowned, knowing that Goins was out of his place, getting close to her mother that 
way. Willie didn’t like that, and he snorted, loud. Lizzie slapped his knee under the table. Noonie 
moved his head back and forth like an owl, trying to figure out what was happening.  
 “You do the working out with my husband,” Ella said coldly.  
Goins shrugged. “Tried that last time, and the time before. I guess y’all be out of here by 
the first, then. There’s people who can pay on time.”  He slinked off, and Ella sat back down.  
“We gotta move again?” Willie asked, staring hard at the back door. He was four, and 
they had lived in four different places since he’d been born. 
“I reckon so,” Mama said. She tried a smile, but her mouth only twitched. Lizzie looked 
at her plate. Moving meant a new school, new kids who might not be friendly. It meant that 
Mama and Daddy might have longer trips to work. Mama would just get up earlier without 
complaint, but Daddy wouldn’t like that. And whenever he didn’t like something, big or small, 
there was trouble—big or small. 
Just two weeks before, Daddy and two of his brothers had argued over dominoes, pushing 
and shoving and cussing each other until they turned the card table over in the yard, sending 
ivory rectangles flying. Once Pim had cleaned his cut lip and come back from having “a nip” in 
the shed, Lizzie had gotten the nerve to ask him why men liked to fight so much. Her uncles 
laughed, but Daddy paused his whittling to squint at her.  
“Girl, you ask some thinking questions,” he said. He glanced over at his rough brothers, 
both taller and broader shouldered than he was.  
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“All colored men fight.” He stopped, maybe because Lizzie’s face showed what she was 
thinking: That’s not true. Her daddy leaned in toward her, holding out the little wooden figure he 
had carved. 
“See, if I was like this man, here, I wouldn’t feel nothing. I could do what I wanted, be 
with who I wanted. I could get my ass kicked every night by the whole world, and I wouldn’t 
feel nothing!” 
“Pim!” Mama was hardly ever loud, but she shouted that time.  
“I know, I know, Ella! She’s only a child.” Daddy winked at Lizzie. “Sorry, Daughter,” 
he said.  
Uncle A.D. and Uncle Victor laughed some more. But Lizzie looked closely at the 
wooden man, not understanding how what Daddy said could work with flesh and blood people.  
How could hurting outside stop anybody from hurting inside?   
**** 
After Goins left, Lizzie frowned at her plate of beans and rice.  
“Lizzie, girl.” Mama said, “Help me get the boys to bed, and we’ll get out the makings 
for teacakes.” 
Later, Mama and Lizzie mixed and stirred and talked about their next-day visit to Aunt 
Ruby’s. The cookie-like sweets were Mama’s contribution to Sunday dinner. As hot as the 
summer evening was, Lizzie was content in the moment. She propped her bony elbows on the 
table and marveled at the perfect golden circles.   
“We’ll sample,” Mama said, smiling. Lizzie hopped to get ice water. She’d just carefully 
sliced two thin slivers of lemon to drop in their glasses when the banging on the front door 
began. Lizzie’s eyes darted to her mother. Daddy was home. 
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Ella was still for a moment, first shoving her floury hands into the pockets of her apron, 
then looking in the direction of the living room. Lizzie couldn’t read any emotion in her mother’s 
expression. She put down the lemon. 
 “Go on, Cherie, have your taste.” Mama nodded. 
Lizzie slowly took a warm cookie and bit into its sweet vanilla goodness. She heard 
Daddy staggering through the front room. She hoped he didn’t crash into the radio again, 
because it would be a long time before Mama could afford to get another one if he did. 
Pim leaned heavily on the doorframe before he lurched into the kitchen. “Wha’s this? 
Where my supper?”  
 “You’re reeking, Pim,” Ella said. “Wash up and I’ll—” 
“You’ll fix me some food, now!” He hit the end of the table with his fist and sent cookies 
skittering. Lizzie leapt up to stop them from rolling onto the floor. As she caught them in her 
apron, she saw Mama fold her arms. 
“I will,” she said. “You have the rent?”   
“Woman, don’t start with me!” Pim’s eyes blazed, and he rocked on his feet. Lizzie 
smelled him, full of liquor and wearing three days worth of body stink. 
“Goins says we have to move out,” Mama said. “I’ll have to look for a new place.” 
He shook his head, snatching his hat off and slinging it into a corner. “How come 
everybody always in my pocket?” he yelled. “How come you always after me for something?” 
“Pim, we need—”  
He slapped Ella so hard that a few pins flew out of her hair, and a frizzy black clump 
flopped over her eyes. Lizzie was surprised by his quickness. When he was drunk, he usually 
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fought in slow motion. Not this time. She had never actually seen him hit Mama before, only 
grab her arm or yell at her. 
“Always damn begging!” He lunged and Ella backed away, turning her body as she did. 
Lizzie’s and her mother’s eyes met. Mama was different. She didn’t seem like she was trying to 
hold anything back, or hold anything in. Mama was wooden. 
“Get out.” Mama said. “Get out!” She picked up one of the irons she used for her side job 
of taking in pressing. She swung it easily above her head. Lizzie knew Mama could swing it just 
as easily against Daddy’s. 
Pim knew this, too, and his body froze. He looked away from his wife to the child at the 
table. Lizzie was frozen just like he was.  
“What you looking at?” He yelled at Lizzie, and with one sudden sweep he knocked the 
mixing bowl and spoon to the floor. “Goddamn beggars! Go to hell!” He spun around, more sure 
on his feet, and tore through the rest of the house.  
“Goins can go to hell!” He knocked down soaps, hairbrushes, and bottles in the 
bathroom. “All ya’ll go to hell!” Lizzie could hear drawers thumping to the floor, lamps crashing 
in her bedroom. Noonie started screaming in his crib.  
“Shut the hell up!” Pim said, as Lizzie’s books and some boxes tumbled in the front 
bedroom. Lizzie wanted to see, but she pressed her behind onto the bench after one glance at her 
mother. Those were probably Mama’s hatboxes. 
“Always after me! Always after me!”  
Bump, bump, crash… the radio fell to the floor in the living room. Then the door 
slammed with incredible force, the transom window above it threatening to shatter. 
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It did not break, but as Lizzie ran into the living room the dainty painted china girl on the 
mantel trembled, and fell to the floor.  
**** 
Lizzie shivered, even though it was twelve years later and she was standing at a different mantel 
in the heat of a different summer. Something had changed that night.   
Her father had come back, hours after Lizzie had helped her silent mother clean up the 
mess. Mama lay down beside Lizzie in the back bedroom.  
“I used to think he was the prettiest man I’d ever laid eyes on,” Mama whispered. Lizzie 
blinked in the dark. Mama stroked Lizzie’s braided hair. 
“He dressed sharp all the time. Talked to me about his plans to live big. He treated me 
like I was more than poor, stout Ella from the country.” Mama sighed, and Lizzie held her body 
still as a stone.   
“Pim was always so good at telling stories…” Mama’s voice trailed away. Lizzie wasn’t 
sure exactly what Mama was talking about, but something told her to keep quiet. She squeezed 
her eyes shut and drifted into sleep, dreaming about ugly wooden men and women lined up like 
dominoes before a giant hand knocked them all down. 
In the morning when Lizzie woke, Mama was already up fixing eggs and Daddy sat at the 
table in his starched white shirt and tie. Almost like usual. But not.  
They did not go to church. At noon they walked without words to the St. Charles streetcar 
stop, and at Cherokee Street the family climbed off. Pim went first, never looking behind. Willie 
was next. He stood still for a minute to hear the clanging bell, his eyes wide as the giant machine 
rattled on up St. Charles Avenue. After only a few seconds he ran to catch Daddy’s shadow, 
trying to match his long stride.   
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Lizzie was last. She rushed to try to grab Mama’s hand as her father grumbled over one 
shoulder. Noonie was sleeping on the other. 
“Won’t y’all keep up, Ella?”  
 “Yes,” Mama said. It was the first kind of conversation they’d had since last night. 
Lizzie wondered if Daddy would go on another rant when he noticed that Mama had forgotten 
the teacakes she was supposed to bring to Aunt Ruby’s this afternoon. Willie had reminded her 
twice that the tin-foil wrapped plate was still sitting on the kitchen table.  But neither parent 
seemed to care about such things as teacakes.  
Up ahead, Daddy was forced to stop to wait for traffic before he could cross the street. He 
turned, and watching Daddy’s move carefully, Willie did too. 
“Keep up!” Willie’s little boy bark had a comical authority, and Daddy chuckled. Lizzie 
narrowed her eyes with irritation, and Mama yanked her son’s shoulder. 
“You watch who you’re talking to, Willie!” Mama looked over at Daddy.  
“He’s too mannish, and you need to put a stop to it,” Ella said, finally reaching back 
toward Lizzie.  Lizzie wrapped her fingers around her mother’s hand, feeling her wedding ring 
pressing hard and hurting her palm.  
Pim turned to Ella, but she gave him a glare that choked off whatever he had to say.  
“Here, Cherie.” Ella suddenly said to Lizzie. She snapped open her pocketbook and took 
out a peppermint.   
“Thank you, Mama!” Lizzie grinned, and hurried to unwrap it and pop it into her mouth 
before Will saw.  But he was busy aping Daddy. 
“We can cross!” Will shouted. Lizzie stretched away from her mother’s grasp so she was 
right beside him.  
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“Shut up!” she hissed. “You ain’t the boss of nobody. You just a skinny, pea-headed 
black boy.”   
Will gave her a shove, but Lizzie pulled away from her mother completely to poke him in 
the side with her elbow. 
“Watch it, Willie! She’s gonna get you!” Pim said, taking interest in the childish 
violence. They crossed the street, and Pim shook Noonie to rouse him, and bent to stand him on 
his feet. Lizzie and Will were still pulling and tugging at each other. 
Pim stood up, taking his handkerchief out to wipe away sweat. 
“Where’s your Mama?” he asked his older children.  
Lizzie let loose Will’s suspender, snapping it against his chest. She had let go of her 
mother’s hand to open her peppermint. Mama had been right beside her…no, right behind her… 
“Where’s Ella?” Pim turned to her, anger creeping into his voice. Lizzie’s throat went 
dry. She looked this way and that along St. Charles, but besides trees and houses and sun and 
shadows, she didn’t see anything. There was no sign of another person, black, white, or creole. 
Mama was good and gone. 
**** 
Lizzie came to herself in the living room, and found that she was balling a handful of skirt in her 
fists. She tried to smooth it out, glancing at the clock. Randolph was a full hour late. Where was 
he on a Sunday? Why hadn’t he called? 
And why had her mind floated back to that awful day? She couldn’t even remember now 
how long her mother had been gone—a week at most. Daddy’s other sister June had come to 
cook and get them off to school, and then one morning when the kids woke up Mama was back, 
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making coffee. She announced that she’d found a new place to rent, but she never said where 
she’d been or why, even to Lizzie.  
But no explanations would ever matter now. When her mother walked away from them 
on that street, Lizzie felt she’d taken something from all of them. Sure, her leaving had taken 
some of the fight out of Daddy, though he hadn’t truly changed. He hadn’t been home for weeks 
now, and was probably somewhere across town right now with a woman he “wanted.” But 
Mama had also taken the special closeness that she’d had with Lizzie, and nothing had ever been 
the same between them. What would make a woman do that?  
Lizzie turned toward the kitchen sounds and smells.   
“Mama?” She called out as she walked. 
“Yes, Cherie?” her mother answered. “What is it?” Ella tilted her pert brown face in 
Lizzie’s direction. Lizzie hesitated. 
“Don’t worry about Randolph,” Ella said. “The boy will show up.”   
Lizzie thought again of the night that had been on her mind, and of the day that followed.  
“How do you know, Mama?” Lizzie heard the little girl in her voice, and she was 
ashamed. But Ella wiped her hands on a dishtowel and then put them on Lizzie’s shoulders, 
gently pushing her into a chair.  
“He’s not Pim.” Ella narrowed her eyes as she stared at her daughter, as if she was trying 
to make sure she was being understood.   
Lizzie bit her lip. “I know,” she whispered. 
“And you are not me.”  
“But he made you leave us! What if—”   
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Ella put a finger against Lizzie’s lips, cutting her off. “Pim didn’t make me do anything. 
We both were young and foolish. I thought our life could be something. But I found out the hard 
way that it never can be, not for people like us.”  
One of the pots began to bubble and boil over, and Ella got up to give it attention. Lizzie 
stared at her mother’s back, at those familiar arms that were always stirring or hugging or 
ironing. She looked at the sturdy, slightly bowed legs that had one day walked away, but one 
day come back. 
For the first time, Lizzie thought of her parents’ marriage as a two-sided, mysterious 
thing. And she thought maybe she should ask something, although she wasn’t sure what. 
 “Hey, hey, hey!” Boys’ voices shouted from the front, along with a deeper one. Willie 
and George were home. Randolph was with them. 
Lizzie stood up from the table, hesitated for a second, and then left her mother to walk 
into the living room. 
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Johnnie Kate Loves Bone, a Novella 
 
 
Johnnie Kate, 
1954 
 
When Johnnie ran out of the back door she was so angry she couldn’t see straight, which is why 
she ran smack into the damp wall of linen hanging on the clothesline. Tears burned her eyes as 
she shoved a wide white sheet aside and ran for the safety of the fig trees. Pots clanged from the 
kitchen window behind her. 
 “And don’t you be steppin’ out with that boy, or comin’ round with that boy. He’s just 
trash, and I don’t allow no trash up in my house!”  Aunt Sister’s heavy alto was perfect for 
Precious Lord in the First Baptist choir, but now it was trumpeting all Johnnie’s business like the 
Holy Spirit’s coming, up and down the street. And if a person had any sense at all, they would 
never, ever back talk that alto. You couldn’t talk it down, wish it down, or wear it down.   
 Johnnie sniffed, plopped down cross-legged and leaned back into the leaves, closing her 
eyes. Aunt Sister continued to talk, as if the girl was still in the house standing in front of her. 
 “…’Cause you don’t want me to have your mama come down here to tell you about it, 
not when…” At this part, Johnnie mouthed the next words along with her aunt.  
“She’s up there trying to hold a job to put clothes on your back!” 
 Johnnie rolled her eyes and caught sight of a particularly rosy, ripe fig hanging just over 
her right shoulder. She plucked it off and bit into it. It was so sweet, so juicy. She wondered if 
that was what a kiss with Bone would taste like. 
 If her Mama was here right now, she might actually talk to Johnnie about a boy, even 
though she hardly talked to her about anything when she came to town. And her Mama would 
listen really close when she said that Bone had touched her when she passed him in the hallway 
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at school, and it felt electric, like dragging your feet on a throw rug and then rubbing your hand 
on your face. Mama would only have laughed and said something like “Men are like lightnin,’—
dangerous and thrillin’ at the same time!” 
 Johnnie stopped chewing and thought some more. Maybe that’s what Aunt Sister was 
saying, too—but in her own crazy way. Aunt Sister seemed to think that the thrill would kill you 
dead. 
 Well, Johnnie was only hoping for a whisper in study hall or a little bit more than that 
gap-toothed smile she got from across the lunchroom. Something like…something like what?  
She wasn’t all that sure what she really wanted from Benjamin Franklin “Redbone” Barrow, Jr.  
 Aunt Sister had stopped talking to the neighborhood. Johnnie dragged herself up from the 
ground, brushed off her pedal pushers and snuck around the side of the house. She made it out to 
the dirt road and walked very fast until she got to the corner, where she knew the wide flowering 
limbs of the Mimosa trees would hide her completely. 
 On Saturdays, after she’d stripped the beds and remade them, dusted the ugly china 
figures in the front room and hung out the laundry, there was nothing else to do.  Those things 
weren’t even interesting, but they took up time. Now here it was, only noon. She had long since 
finished the chores and already had a fight with her aunt. 
 “Johnnie,” someone said. Johnnie looked around. All she saw was the heat waving up 
from the hard red ground.   
“Johnnie Kate Simpson! You come here!” The voice was impatient, holding back some 
kind of excitement. She looked up. There were two bare brown legs dangling from the branches 
above her head. 
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“Nita Faye, you are too big to be climbing trees!” Johnnie giggled and clambered up 
beside her. “And why are you up here, anyway?” 
“Waitin’ on you. So, did Bone kiss you yet?” Nita Faye’s dark eyes were shining.   
“No! Wherever did you get that?” Johnnie looked away, pulling up a bobby sock. 
“Come on, be straight with me, girl. People two towns over could hear your Auntie 
blessin’ you out about it. And don’t act like you don’t wish it was true!” 
Johnnie didn’t answer right away. 
Bone Barrow was one long drink of water, as the old ladies said. His lanky body towered 
over the other sixteen-year-old boys. He had a perfectly round head and deep-set cat-yellow eyes 
that made his every move seem secretive. He never had to conk his reddish-brown hair because it 
just naturally laid back from that widow’s peak. Stretched tight over his high Indian cheekbones 
was freckled cinnamon skin that glowed no matter what time of year it was.  Redbone. His nose 
was wide but his mouth was even wider, with surprising dark lips hiding those killer gapped 
teeth. 
Johnnie sighed. Maybe Aunt Sister might be right after all. 
But Bone was not “trash.” Johnnie knew for a fact that among some of those books he 
lugged around all the time was one on anatomy. He stayed after school to study specially with 
Professor Vaughn because the professor had graduated in biology from Howard University. 
Johnnie had found that out when she was shelving books in the library and eavesdropped on two 
of the teachers talking. They were saying that Bone “had potential.” Johnnie thought so, too, but 
the potential she had in mind was of a different kind. 
“Well?” Nita Faye’s pointy elbow dug into Johnnie’s ribs. 
“All he did was bump into me outside Miss Breda’s class,” Johnnie admitted. 
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Nita sucked her teeth. “Bump or touch?” she demanded. 
“Uh…” 
“I knew it!” Nita Faye squealed and suddenly jumped down. 
“You know absolutely nothin’!” Johnnie said. She decided Nita Faye was getting on her 
nerves. Up until this very day they had shared every little thing that happened to each of them. 
Every doll was dressed and un-dressed; hair ribbons were tied and re-tied. They parted and oiled 
and braided each other’s hair. They talked themselves into the same classes and studied together 
and competed for the best grades as hard as they ran against each other in the May Races every 
year. 
Up until this very moment, Johnnie had cared about Nita Faye’s squeal and would have 
sacrificed any information to it.  
But Johnnie sat up in the tree and did not say a word more. She remembered Bone’s eyes, 
all faraway and mysterious. He didn’t even see her when his elbow tipped her World History 
book and she shot her hand out to keep it from hitting the floor. He reached for the book at 
exactly the same time, and their hands rubbed. When she’d touched him, her fingers went tingly, 
as if she’d hit her funny bone. His skin was cool but Johnnie could feel a sweat breaking out at 
the nape of her neck. The tingling continued up her arm and into her insides—she had not ever 
felt such a thing. 
Johnnie had looked at him, annoyed, till she realized he hadn’t meant it; she took in a 
breath at his cinnamon beauty close up. Until that exact moment, he had never seemed to take 
notice of Johnnie Kate Simpson, junior in the Class of 1954. He blinked at her, and Johnnie 
could see that something else was in him, something behind the beauty. 
“Thanks.” She smiled, being raised well by Aunt Sister. 
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“Beg your pardon,” he crooned, but she knew that the song in his voice and the 
something in his eyes did not match. Johnnie had seen temptation. 
All the knuckleheads in the hallway had seen was their shoulders together. 
So by the time Aunt Sister had heard it in the line to pick up her Usher Board uniform in 
the cleaners, Johnnie had been pressed up against the gym lockers with her lips wrapped around 
Bone’s. 
 The kiss that never was.   
Why didn’t she just admit that to Nita Faye? Because he was a boy, and he had touched 
her and looked at her in a peculiar way, and she had liked it. 
“What’s wrong with you, girl?” Nita Faye was peeved, with her hands on her hips. “Why 
is your face all torn up?” 
Johnnie realized she was frowning. She shrugged her shoulders. 
“Oh, Lord!” Nita Faye slapped her own thigh. “Don’t tell me you think Bone likes you? 
Girl, puulleeese!” She sucked her teeth and turned in the dust, shaking her head. 
“You call me when you get some sense back, you hear?”  
“Maybe,” Johnnie mumbled to Nita Faye’s back. 
 
Anita, 
1958 
 
 
Anita stepped out of the Southern University dining hall, intending to head straight for the 
fraternity step show in the Old Auditorium. She stopped to look into a window at her reflection, 
and saw that she’d forgotten to take off her ugly eyeglasses. She smacked her lips together to 
give her Firehouse Red lipstick a little sheen, and unfastened the top button on her blouse. A 
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wave of freshmen eager to get good seats for the footwork showdown between the Alphas and 
the Omegas rushed past.   
“Nita Faye!” A boy’s voice called out, and she spun around. Weaving through the bodies 
in a direct line toward her was a familiar face with a gap-toothed smile, brown freckles and wavy 
dark hair brushed back from a widow’s peak.  
“Bone Barrow! How’s Xavier?” Anita stepped away from the window with a swing of 
her hips. He waved. Warm as the April air was, he was wearing a blazer with the crest of the 
Omega fraternity on its breast pocket. Anita tried not to show how impressed she was that Frank 
Barrow had the iron backbone it took to survive the pledging process. 
 “Is Johnnie here?” he asked. 
“No,” she said.  
In the two years since they’d been in colleges at opposite ends of the state she and 
Johnnie Kate had grown apart. The funny, gossip-filled letters they’d exchanged the first weeks 
of freshman year had trickled down to nothing; Anita hadn’t seen her old friend last Christmas 
during the break, and hadn’t even made time to go by Miss Sis’s house to say hello.  
Bone stared down at her intensely for a minute. “I thought—” 
“What?” Anita looked up at him, but the glare of the setting sun hid his expression.  
“Nothing.” He started walking and grabbed her elbow to pull her along.  
“You don’t go to school here. Do you even know where you’re going?” she laughed, 
steering him in the opposite direction. She could already hear the roar of the auditorium crowd. 
“Yeah, Nita Faye. You’re right,” he said, sounding amused. He didn’t let her go, but 
allowed himself to be led. “Show me where to go.” 
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Anita felt a twinge of discomfort at his flirtatious tone. She wondered—briefly—if he and 
Johnnie were dating again, but she didn’t ask. Why should she? She wasn’t looking for a 
boyfriend, and guys like Bone were too much trouble to tame.  
They pushed their way into the packed building. Anita took a deep breath before moving 
farther into the humid air full of the smells of sweat, perfume and pomade. Bone moved swiftly, 
and suddenly she was focused on keeping up. She hadn’t remembered from high school just how 
tall he was, or how broad his shoulders were. 
Stop, Anita, she told herself. But her other self whispered, Stop what? 
Bone looked back over one of those shoulders and motioned to her. He had gotten a spot 
up front. A tall girl from her business management class was hip to hip with Bone, giggling. 
Yellow gold spotlights flashed across the faces of the Alphas on stage as they chanted and 
stomped. The whole place rocked. 
Anita squeezed in right next to Bone. She felt the hard muscle of his bicep rub against her 
cheek as she gently pushed the other girl away. 
“Oh, hey, Nita! You know Bone?”  
Anita felt the devil in her, as Johnnie’s aunt would say. “Like the back of my own hand, 
girl,” she answered, leaning her head against Bone’s breast pocket.  
Miss Business Management rolled her eyes and eased away. Bone put his lips to Anita’s 
ear. 
“And what was that?” 
“A little lie never hurt anybody,” she said. “Plus, she’s always running after somebody’s 
man.” 
“Whose man am I?” Bone asked, his voice still only loud enough for her to hear. 
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Anita looked at his lips and whispered, “You tell me.”  
Bone clasped her fingers, and in less time than it had taken for them to get inside, they 
were out. Music blasted behind them and the earth underneath the grass seemed to be shaking, 
too. Anita was breathless. 
“Johnnie’s too smart for me,” Bone said, backing Anita up to an oak tree. The sun was 
gone and the evening was even darker underneath the branches. 
Anita shook her head. “That’s not a compliment to either one of us.” 
He cupped her chin in one hand. “School comes first for her. Seems like we don’t have 
the patience for one another.” 
“You expect some girl to wait while you sow your oats?” Anita laughed and pushed him 
away. “Life’s too short, Bone.” 
He came back, pressing his body against hers. “I know,” he said. 
**** 
Anita didn’t usually like doing anything in the back seat of cars, but with Bone she’d 
already taken half her clothes off before she gave the location much thought. He kissed her and 
tasted delicious; he unfastened her bra and slipped it off with practiced ease. He didn’t speak as 
he touched her, and she followed suit. 
He was unhurried, and Anita savored each moment. When he slipped inside her he made 
a small noise, as if he were surprised. 
“You didn’t think I was a virgin, did you?” Anita smiled in the darkness. 
Bone didn’t answer, and Anita wondered if he’d even heard her. His moves were 
rhythmic and steady, but strangely like a machine. He wasn’t fun. He didn’t talk or try to caress 
any part of her.  
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She had expected something different.  
“Are you having sex with Johnnie, too?” she asked suddenly. 
Bone didn’t break his rhythm. “No.” 
Anita pressed her eyes shut, then opened them. A vision of Johnnie Kate Simpson 
blossomed in the car window. This was stupid, she told herself. You knew Johnnie Kate was here 
the whole time. 
“Tell me the truth,” Anita said. “Are you thinking about her?” 
“Always,” he breathed.  
Anita shifted her body, and he stopped moving.  
“Why are you doing this, then?” she asked, pushing him off.  
He sat up on the edge of the seat, fumbling for his underwear. “I don’t know.” 
 Anita wanted not to believe him. She wanted not to feel that this car was filled with 
Bone’s shadows, whatever they were. She wanted not to believe that Johnnie Kate was already a 
part of those shadows, where no other woman would ever be able to stay. But Anita did believe. 
 “What did y’all do to each other?” she asked him, beginning to get dressed. She didn’t 
really expect an answer, and she didn’t get one. Bone was staring past her, and she thought 
maybe he saw Johnnie in the window too. 
“Bye, Bone,” she said. 
She patted her skirt pocket for her eyeglasses and put them on, peering out into the night 
before she opened the door. She felt drained, almost hollow. As she walked away she started 
thinking of the apology letter she would write Johnnie for stepping in to her business. She had to 
tell Johnnie the truth of what had just happened. Whatever that truth was.  
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Bone,  
1967 
 
“Where you going, Bone?” Johnnie lapsed into her old Southern way of talking, what he called 
“vernacular,” knowing that he didn’t like it. He turned around all at once and took a deep breath, 
feeling for a moment the same way he had that first time, when he’d knocked her books out of 
her hands accidentally on purpose. 
She was still beautiful. He was still drawn to run his fingers lightly along that smooth 
Hershey brown skin, but he was afraid of that strange soul stirring she could do to him. That’s 
what she’d started so long ago, got him feeling. And these days he was always afraid of waking 
up one day and not feeling anything at all.  
“I’m going to get a loaf of Wonder Bread for Jackie’s lunch,” he said. He, too, had 
reverted to Southern ways. Who, in their suburban circle, would allow Wonder Bread into their 
memories, much less their homes? And it was ten o’clock at night.  
He hadn’t intended for Johnnie to be awake still, had never planned such a crude lie. He 
didn’t want to be forced to think of Sandra—was her name Cassandra?— or any of them when 
he was at home with Johnnie. As if Johnnie were sacred.  
“Maybe the gas station is still open, but I don’t think they carry bread,” she said. 
“Besides, Jackie has a field trip tomorrow, so I’m giving her money for lunch—” She paused, 
and rolled glistening eyes at him. “—but you do whatever you need to do.” 
Johnnie stood. She wasn’t exactly blocking him from getting to the door, but it could 
seem like it to a man who needed to be moving. She was all curves now, and with her arms 
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akimbo he could admire how flat her stomach was, after carrying three children. All of the babies 
had come too early; only Jackie had lived.  
They’d made them together, hadn’t they? That tiny, asleep-looking boy and the bird-like 
girl with her mother’s face had been their babies, their bits of wonder. He winced at the tragedy 
of having only one precious girl to show for the pain they had suffered. 
He blinked at the bright white cotton of Johnnie’s nightgown contrasted against her 
brown throat. He remembered cupping those full breasts and brushing his cheeks against that soft 
black hair while he whispered into her ears. She was the only black woman he had ever 
encountered who managed to keep curls that weren’t greasy. Bone admitted uncomfortably to 
himself that he shouldn’t know anything about any other women’s hairdressing techniques. But 
he did. 
“You think I don’t know?” Johnnie asked.  
Bone swallowed his dread. What could he say? What could he do? Sandra/Cassandra 
went completely out of his mind. For so long he’d convinced himself that what Johnnie didn’t 
know wouldn’t hurt her. And he’d never promised any other woman anything. Could Johnnie 
understand that he’d always been faithful at the same time he was being unfaithful? 
That’s just your delusion, man, he told himself. You’re about to lose everything.  
He crossed the floor and pulled her into his arms. “Johnnie…”  
She flinched. “Frank, I have to teach an eight AM lit class, and I still have papers to go 
over.” 
 She called him Frank. His birth name cut across his gut like a sharp knife. What had 
happened to the loving, teasing Booonnnnee….?  He stared into her, looking for country roads 
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strolled, frantic fondling in hydrangea bushes, hungry glances exchanged from car 
windows…looking for their past.  
 “Baby, please…” he pleaded from his heart. 
 Johnnie gently pried his fingers away. She took a step back, staring at him; Bone could 
hear her Aunt Sister hissing across time: “You womanish gal, stop lookin’ at that boy that way!” 
And now he wanted Johnnie to stop looking at him that way, like she was drinking him in one 
last time. 
 “Baby, please.” She mocked him, without one iota of humor. “When you leave tonight,” 
she said, “don’t come back.” Johnnie leaned toward him, and in the glare of the brass floor lamp, 
he saw that though her face was wet, her eyes were cold. And her accent, as well as her tone, had 
gone back deeper into their past than Bone was minutes ago wishing for: she had gone straight 
back into pine woods and red clay, with no pretension. Back to low-down. 
“Baby don’t need no bread, and Mama don’t need no Bone. ‘Specially not yours. Gone 
and get out,” she said.  
He stumbled away from the growl, until his linen shirt was pressed against the storm 
door, and he was pressed against Unexpected. He’d never, ever expected this. And then Johnnie 
Kate Simpson Barrow pushed him out and slammed the door.  
Bone tripped down the steps toward his Ford, not really seeing anything in the night 
except the specter of Johnnie’s face through the circular window of the front door. He put the car 
in gear and pulled out almost silently, hoping that no one would hear and draw back a shade or 
curtain to see him in retreat. He drove until he was on the highway, surrounded by headlights and 
strip malls. His hands were shaking, his visions of tomorrow shattered for the moment. Medical 
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school, Johnnie’s completing her PhD, raising their little girl—all of that was slowly slipping out 
of his line of sight.  
Bone turned the car into the parking lot behind the pharmacy where he worked, glad that 
he was here in northern New Jersey 1967 and not in Louisiana, where this simple but out of the 
ordinary stopping off at his job so late would have been cause for him to get shot as a burglar, 
with no apologies to his widow.   
He let himself in, finding his way in the dimness to the office, where he finally turned on 
a light. He sat down, his hand on the telephone. Who could he possibly talk to? He dialed 
information, and when the operator asked him for a name, Anita’s popped out. 
“Hello!” Anita answered brightly, although the sounds of loud voices and Otis Redding 
almost drowned her out. It was a Tuesday night. 
“Anita?” he said, somewhat surprised at how his own subconscious had betrayed him. He 
couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually spoken to her. College? 
“Bone? Bone Barrow?” He heard the click of a door closing; the background music and 
bid whist bullshitting were suddenly muffled. 
“Look, Bone.” Her drawl grated on his nerves; but still, he had called, hadn’t he?   
“What is wrong with you? I told you a long time ago not to call me. What happened 
meant nothing. Whatever that was finished before it started. You hear?” 
 “Nita, I just thought—” 
“Are you whining, Bone? I don’t have the time. And if you’ve called to tell me Johnnie 
has kicked your ass to the curb, good for her, since you can’t seem to control your appetite worth 
a damn! Grow up.” She hung up. 
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Bone went through the motions of locking up and walking back to his car like a man 
sleepwalking. Slumped behind the wheel, he couldn’t seem to fit the key into the ignition again. 
Of course Anita could never be his confidante. Her loyalty to Johnnie would never let her be. 
And being the man he was, how come—as Aunt Sister would have asked him without mercy—
how come once he chose Johnnie, he hadn’t known what would happen? 
He was so smart, everyone had always said. Could close his eyes and pass nearly any test 
in school. And early on he decided that he wanted a fine life to go along with his fine mind and 
even finer body. Nothing wrong with that, was it? He wanted to leave behind raked dirt front 
yards and empty whiskey bottles clinking on the back porch. He had loved his mother, yet 
couldn’t let go of bitter resentment over her suddenly dying and leaving him with a father who’d 
forgotten every one of his children for something more, or something less. The teenaged Frank 
“Redbone” Barrow had formed a plan to do whatever was necessary to change his life. 
And then, Fate had him lay eyes on Johnnie Kate Simpson. 
Now what would he do? 
               
Sis,  
1970 
 
“How come you in my house again, Bone Barrow?” Sister was glad the cancer that had eaten up 
her lungs had by some miracle left her at least a whisper of a voice. So far.  She pushed and 
pulled herself up to sitting, and somebody rushed all fast around the bed to fix her pillows. 
Frowning, she turned her head to see who it was. 
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“Johnnie!” Sister was out of breath. Her niece sat on the edge of one side of her bed. 
Bone perched, slim and still handsome, on the other. 
“I came to see about you,” he said. Sister twisted her face up at him, and wished she 
could have a cigarette. She knew some folks went around talking up under her clothes, saying 
church women ought not to smoke, or wear pants, or have a little nip every now and then. Some 
folks be hell bound, she thought. And Frank Barrow was one of them. 
“You not takin’ time off your good job, I hope!” What Sister was really hoping for was 
the exasperated sigh Bone would always give when she spoke to him, that clenching of his jaw 
as he remembered he couldn’t sass back his Honey’s second mama. But Bone seemed to have 
lost some of that playfulness from the set of his mouth; there wasn’t a bit of mischief in his eyes, 
either. 
“No, Miss Sister.” He glanced kind of quick-like over at Johnnie, but she never let out a 
sound.  
“I’m in medical school full time. At Howard, the same college where Johnnie is teaching 
now.” 
“Johnnie ain’t no teacher, and she’s a doctor already!” Sister hissed. Then she was 
confused for a moment. She never could keep straight the MD’s, and PhD’s, and such. Her 
Johnnie had risen higher than any of them in her education, was all that counted. Her Johnnie. 
She decided to ignore Bone for a time, and turned to her niece.   
“I’m here, Aunt Sis.” 
“I know that, gal!” Sis was suddenly feeling tired, real tired. She smiled at Johnnie and 
eased her hand across the worn chenille bedspread. Johnnie clasped her fingers. Sis saw the glint 
of her niece’s wedding band. She decided to ignore that, too. 
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“My Johnnie….” she whispered, her voice giving out.  
 For what seemed like a long while, there was just silence. Then, Johnnie’s hand slipped 
from Sister’s. Sis heard rustling, and felt the mattress move as Bone got up first, and then 
Johnnie. The shade was half pulled, and the painkillers fuzzied her eyesight, but Sister watched 
their shapes across the room. 
They spoke in low tones, but Sister’s hearing had always been keen. She let her lids fall. 
“I only called you so you’d know Jackie was out of school,” Johnnie said. “I didn’t 
expect you to come all the way down here.” 
“I though it was the right thing,” Bone said.  They moved closer together. 
“Where’s Jackie?” Bone asked, trying to whisper.  
“She’s with Nita Faye.” 
He made a sound like a gasp. Sister used effort to keep from opening her eyes wider to 
see his face. 
“What the—I mean, why…?” 
Johnnie cocked her head to one side. “She’s my friend, and she’s been looking in on Aunt 
Sis for me.” 
“Johnnie, I need to tell you—” 
“I know all about it, Bone. She wrote to me. We didn’t speak much for a few years, but I 
realized I didn’t really have any real claim on you then, not being your wife.” 
“I’m sorry, Johnnie. I’m so, so sorry. I’m a fool. It’s taken me all this time living alone to 
see how wrong I was. I can’t tell you how much I miss you and Jackie!” 
Johnnie moved away from him. She fiddled with the curtains, raised the shade, put it 
down, and raised it up again. Sis wanted to holler out that it was too much sun, but she didn’t. 
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   “Bone, you see Jackie every week. More than that—any time you want. I wouldn’t ever 
keep her from you. You know that.”   
Sis wanted to jump hot; Johnnie’s words didn’t have any fire! She hadn’t raised the girl 
to be soft on a man! Why didn’t Johnnie slap him? Or cuss him out for his womanizing ways? 
She’d tried to drum it into Johnnie’s hard head years ago that Bone’s little thing with Nita Faye 
was only a sign of things to come, but Johnnie was in love.  
“But you’re keeping yourself from me, Johnnie Kate.” 
“I’m only one woman, Bone. And we both know you’re not a one-woman type of man.” 
Now it was Bone’s turn jerk away from Johnnie, almost like he’d burnt himself on a hot 
stove. Sis rolled to one side and pushed onto an elbow with all her strength. She could see 
Bone’s shoulders sag like a half-empty croaker sack. 
“Johnnie…” He acted like he had to find the right words from somewhere deep inside.   
“I’m shamed of what I am, Johnnie Kate. I don’t know what I was searching for in those 
other women when I had you. I know you deserve so much better. And I still love just you. I 
keep needing just you.”  
His voice, so low it was almost a whisper, broke. Not in a weak way, but like he was so 
full that he couldn’t get any more words out.  
Sis lay back down in wonder. It had been a more years than she could count since she’d 
known a man in the Bible way; but still, she knew men. And Bone wasn’t the same high-handed 
pretty boy talking a game, the way he used to when he was a young thing. She didn’t have to see 
his face to be certain.  
 
 78 
Bone sounded like a poor man realizing too late that he was out in cold, deep water and 
not able to swim a lick. The old Bone would’ve flailed and hollered and carried on expecting to 
be noticed, expecting some strange woman to save him. 
But this Bone, hunched on the windowsill of Sis’s room, had found the fault in himself, 
and he was scared that he might drown. 
“I believe that you love me, Bone,” Johnnie said to him, her words wavering. “It touches 
my heart that you came all this way for Aunt Sis.” 
“And for you,” he said. 
“You should know that I love you too, Bone,” Johnnie said. “Even with the divorce, I 
never stopped.”  
Sis closed her eyes. She didn’t have to look to see the embrace, neither did she hear the 
long and silent kiss; they were wrapped up in each other, and she knew that they always would 
be.  
Aunt Sister’s past crept up on her then. Johnnie bringing that boy up on the porch one 
cool evening… He smelled like women, but there was no way she could explain that to a teenage 
girl who was full of righteous lust. She couldn’t explain to Johnnie Kate, who’d been pushed into 
her arms by her younger sister Glory —a mother at fifteen. Trouble was, Glory’s lust had never 
ended, never settled into either love or resignation. She left that colicky baby and only flitted 
back to town every few years, each time with a different man, a different Cadillac.   
When their parents had up and died, they left Sis with all the responsibility and no map to 
wade through it. The way Glory turned out had forced Sister to realize that she didn’t know thing 
one about raising anybody.  
Sis lay still with the heaviness pressing on her chest.  
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In the near distance, Sis thought she heard crying. Her past and her now were fading 
away. She had to leave Johnnie, not sure whether she’d done a good job or not this time. Sis had 
to go. She sighed, one last time. 
 
Johnnie Kate, 
1972 
 
“Bone, shhh! We’re going to wake Jackie up!” Johnnie wiggled away from the edge of 
the bed where she’d sprawled herself.  
“Our baby ought to know the sound of her parents’ love.” Bone’s lips were close to her 
ear; his nose nestled in the cradle of her neck.  
“You’re crazy, coming here… in-the-middle-of…the night…like—like—” She was 
breathless. Her hands slid across his broad back, her fingers slipping on his hot, sweaty skin. 
“Like what? Like a lover? Oh, yeah… exes are supposed to slink off into the dark, not 
step out of it, right?”   
“I want you back,” she said. 
“You don’t need me.” 
“I didn’t say need. I said want.” 
“You don’t want a man like me, Johnnie Kate. This is—this is good; so good—but it’s 
not real. Can’t last. You know I got some kind of devil in me!” 
“Aunt Sis always said, ‘Every woman likes a bad man.’ I guess the devil has his merits.” 
Johnnie sat up, staring at him in the dark. He was shaking his head. 
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“I’d die before I hurt you again, Johnnie Kate,” he said, turning away. “I couldn’t come 
back unless I earn my way back.”   
“What does that mean?”  
“I gotta break myself first.”  
“From me?” 
He shook his head again, glancing back at her. “Girl, no! No…” 
Johnnie took a breath. If he couldn’t say it, could she? 
“From the others.” She said it, but knew it wasn’t the real truth. The real truth lay 
writhing inside her, just like it must twist and coil inside him. Aunt Sis also liked to say that a 
thing should not come out of a woman’s mouth unless she wanted to give it life. 
“From your… nature,” Johnnie said. 
Bone laughed a short, hollow laugh. “Why’d you call it that? If it was liquor or dope, 
maybe I could forgive myself.” 
What was there for Johnnie to say? She wasn’t sure if she could really forgive him, even 
while she was letting him lie right here at her side. He rolled away, one arm and one leg hanging 
off the edge of the bed as if he couldn’t decide to run or to stay.  
He still had an athlete’s broad shoulders and hard, sculpted forearms. His torso narrowed 
to a firm, lean behind. He still played pick-up football with some of his med school buddies. It’s 
this beautiful, honey-colored body that attracts the bees, she thought. She had a Jones for his 
sweetness herself.  
Johnnie felt as connected to the real Frank Barrow who existed deep inside that body as if 
they’d been twins in the same womb. She ached for that Frank Barrow, because she knew his 
mother had abandoned him in childhood just as hers had—in a way.  
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One summer night thirty-some years ago Winnie Barrow had suffered her final disgrace 
from Bone’s father. His name was Benjamin Franklin Sr., but nobody in Chatot ever called him 
that. He was called Power. Coming home flush one Friday night with a paycheck from his job 
laying asphalt on the county highways, Power had beat Winnie, raped her and left her bleeding 
on the living room floor.  
Power went off to shoot craps and pursue a more receptive partner. Bone hid in a closet. 
He was five and the only child around, being the youngest of seven others scattered among aunts 
and cousins and foster care. Later he heard his mother rumble around in the kitchen. He’d heard 
her slam the door and start up the truck, speeding off into the night. 
But Little Frank didn’t know that Winnie jetted straight out to the juke joint off Highway 
6; he didn’t hear her half-crazed rant as she tore into the place, or see the gleam of the blade 
when she caught Power just under one shoulder and ripped down into his stomach. 
Nobody there saw which way she went after she dropped the knife and ran; but Bone 
remembered hearing from his hiding place the distant train whistle wailing in vain. Winnie, the 
conductor later sobbed, was like a tree growing out of the tracks; she just wouldn’t move. She’d 
found a way to solve her problems, Power recovered to drink again, and her baby Frank grew on 
up hearing that train howl for the rest of his life.    
Maybe that was why Johnnie was drawn to Bone. When they met that day in the hallway 
long ago, they’d been children with holes in their souls. In that brief, unexpected touch, she and 
Bone had filled each other without knowing. Spirits meeting, Aunt Sis would have said, if she 
could have brought herself to accept the fact.  Spirit had found those bright, beautiful children 
crippled by their own parents. Spirit meant for them to find wholeness together. But it was hard 
as hell to make it stick, make it work.  
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Johnnie Kate pushed back against head of the bed blinking. “I’m not Glory,” she told 
herself out loud.   
Bone stirred, and reached to pull her close to his warm, comfortable body.  
“No, baby. You never were. Won’t be. Can’t be.” He didn’t try to kiss her pain away; he 
didn’t attempt to screw her pain away. He just held her. 
“And whoever, whatever you are, you’re not Power,” she said. 
She raised a hand to his heart so she could breathe to its beats. Neither of them uttered 
another word. 
Johnnie had struggled for three years to build a wall against Bone Barrow, and now she 
felt it crumbling. Her heart was reopening the place that it kept hidden only for him. If he ever 
asked, she knew she would let him stay.  
 
Jackie, 
1975 
 
“Just because your father lives in this house doesn’t mean that we’re together, Jacqueline. Now 
stop fiddling with my necklace and pass it to me.” 
 The teenage girl slowly undid the clasp of the pearl pendant and dropped it into her 
mother’s open hand. She looked at their two reflections in the dresser mirror.  
 She was tall and long-limbed, just like her father. Had his freckled, golden skin and 
almost auburn hair. But at fifteen, she was already “quite developed,” as her mother called it, 
with ample breasts that had never condescended to any training bra, and hips that would soon be 
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generous. Her large dark eyes stood out on her round face, surrounded by mounds of kinky curls 
that her mother had failed to tame.      
 And she was a quick study in “the school of life,” as her father often told her over 
strawberry milkshakes. 
 In the mirror, Jackie cut her eyes at her mother, whom she adored. “I don’t know 
anybody whose divorced parents live in the same house. It’s just weird!” 
 Without responding, Johnnie Kate serenely snapped the pendant around her own neck. 
She pulled her fingers through her own waves, exposing the few distinct gray hairs at her left 
temple. 
 “Look,” Jackie said. “You have one gray hair for each of Daddy’s years of medical 
school. Isn’t it funny how that happened?” 
 Her mother smiled tightly. Jackie was used to the game. Her parents could talk about 
each other, in an I-used-to-know-that-person way; but not to each other, and if anyone else 
mentioned them in the same sentence, they both checked out, froze up, shut down. 
 “You’d better finish getting ready.” Johnnie said calmly. “Mr. Max will be here to pick 
us up in a few minutes.” 
 Jackie pouted at the same time that her mother puckered to apply Deep Cherry to her lips.   
 “That’s weird, too. How can you take a date to Daddy’s graduation? He—”  
 “Everything between a man and a woman is complicated, Jackie.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what—” 
“You mean, Yes. Not Yeah.”  
“Yes, I mean yes,” the girl said. “But that’s what you always—”  
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“Jackie.” Johnnie Kate spun away from the mirror, and the scent of her perfume wafted 
around the bedroom. Jackie straightened her shoulders. A lecture, or maybe—finally—
something closer to an honest adult answer was coming. 
Jackie had never figured out why her smart-as-all-get-out mother, who obviously cared 
deeply for the man who was her father, had ever divorced him. She never got why her father, 
brilliant and good-looking and so obviously in love with her mother, tried to live like he wasn’t 
good enough for her. All this craziness under the same roof. Jackie was constantly amazed by it.  
“The one dream your father had from the day I met him was to become a doctor. He had 
it in him to reach beyond what we came from, beyond what was expected from a small town 
Negro…” 
“You mean, black man.” 
“Yes, I guess I do mean black man. Bone—” She stopped, and Jackie saw a flush of 
embarrassment creep into her mother’s cheeks, underneath the perfect makeup. It wasn’t often 
that Johnnie Kate uttered that country nickname. Whatever made her do it today also made her 
turn the conversation in another direction. It seemed to Jackie that Bone was dangerous territory. 
“—Frank worked hard through pharmacy school, and now through medical school at the 
top of his class. It’s a stressful, expensive proposition. Why shouldn’t I give him a place to stay? 
You’re here. And whatever else he did, he always supported me in my career. I had you, went to 
grad school. He never held me back. So I had to support him in this. It was… it was the right 
thing to do.” 
Jackie put her hands on her hips, imitating her mother’s righteous tone and attempting to 
irritate her at the same time.  
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“I don’t believe right has anything to do with it. Like your boy Shakespeare says, 
Methinks you doth protest too much. Oh, that doesn’t work right…you know what I mean, Mom! 
Who are you guys punishing, each other or yourselves? You don’t care about these guys who 
take you out to dinner and concerts. And Daddy practically lives like a monk!” 
Johnnie Kate raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure about that, since you know so much, 
Miss Thing?” 
Jackie grinned. “Are you so sure he doesn’t, Mom?” 
Johnnie Kate sniffed loudly and snatched up her pocketbook from the bed. 
“Hurry up,” she said, flouncing out of the room. 
Jackie smiled at the mirror. 
“Games,” she said to herself. Nana Nita once told her that Bone Barrow was a master at 
running games. At the time Jackie was too young to understand exactly what she meant, but over 
the years Jackie had learned that Johnnie Kate Simpson was right in his league.  
And she, Jacqueline Katheryn Barrow, was the trump card that both of them held onto for 
dear life. 
 
Johnnie Kate, 
1975 
 
“Where is he? Do you see him, Jackie?” Johnnie Kate shadowed her eyes in the noonday glare to 
scan the mortarboards grouping on the grassy field. Her heart pounded with an excitement that 
she couldn’t control. She held a sense of pride, and almost joy. That’s sheer perversity, she told 
herself. 
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Bone had made it. One thing she had never had reason to doubt about him was his 
persistence. He had come a long, long way; they had come a long way. She felt like she was the 
only person on earth who truly appreciated that fact. 
“Now, tell me again—this is your cousin graduating?” Stout Mr. Max was stumbling to 
keep up with them, his eyeglasses slipping as he sweated in the heat. 
Johnnie Kate shot a warning glance at her daughter, who giggled silently and looked in 
another direction. 
Johnnie Kate knew it was a silly situation. She was using Max, and she honestly didn’t 
see where she had a choice. She was supposed to be intelligent, too analytical to hold out and 
hang on for a man who had cheated on her time and time again.  
 She had given Bone ten good years of being a wife. And once she’d finally put him out 
over his dalliances, she had turned around and let him come back. Not to her bed this time, but 
into her life. She still couldn’t quite trust in his fidelity, but she had strong faith in his dreams. 
That’s perverse again, she told herself.  
He hadn’t asked to move in; she’d offered shortly after she found out he got into med 
school. It took him a year to accept her invitation. He’d promised to love and care for Jackie in 
every spare moment. He’d promised to obey Johnnie’s rule of her house as a family home, and 
not a whore’s haven. She suspected that to maintain all the scholarships and grants he’d gotten, 
he didn’t have time for catting, anyway. He had made vows and kept them this time. 
Unfortunately, she hadn’t counted on the real effects of his being so close.  
On the dozens of nights that he was hunched over textbooks in the room next to hers, her 
skin prickled. And when he fell asleep with his light on and door open, with his model of the 
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human skeleton swinging gently by the bed in a slight breeze, she would stand and just look at 
him.  
Until Bone, she’d never believed deep down, that anyone truly loved her. Her father was 
a ghost-man, and she’d grown up suspecting Aunt Sis hadn’t volunteered to raise her out of the 
goodness of her heart, but from some desire to show Johnnie’s mother that Sis was the better 
woman. 
In the days and nights before Johnnie fled to college, Sis confirmed the truth through her 
naptime and nighttime mumblings. She’d murmur, “Johnnie’s mine. My Johnnie.” As if her 
niece was a hoarded possession, not a beloved daughter. Glory might have gotten some kind of 
freedom, but Sis got to keep the baby girl, mold her and shape her. Her Johnnie.  
Johnnie’s mother abandoned her, her aunt had loved for revenge, and her best friend had 
betrayed her. When Frank Barrow begged her to marry him, she’d allowed him mistakes; all 
humans made them. Johnnie had been wounded, but she was eager to heal. She’d blamed herself 
that he sought comfort elsewhere while she got preoccupied with school, then with a baby, 
because what man-god could stand being demoted?  
Johnnie snapped to the present with a jolt; she had somehow gotten separated from Jackie 
and Max. Wandering through the throng of graduates finding their places in line, she began to 
feel a rising anxiety which had nothing to do with her memories. 
“Frank? Frank!” 
She walked quickly, shouldering people out of the way. Johnnie Kate loved Bone. It was 
the biggest day of his life, and something was not right. 
“Bone!”  
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“Will a Mrs. Kate Barrow report to the visitor’s tent on the South lawn? Mrs. Kate 
Barrow?” The disembodied voice on the PA system pleaded with her. 
Johnnie rose to her toes to look above the sea of people. She spotted a white canvas tent 
and hurried in that direction. From a distance she saw Jackie with two uniformed police officers; 
her daughter’s round shoulders sagged.  
“What is it?” Johnnie asked as Jackie collapsed onto her shoulder. 
“Oh, Mom! It’s Daddy! Something happened to Daddy!” Jackie sobbed. 
 “Are you Mrs. Barrow?” the female officer asked. 
Johnnie nodded, trying to quiet Jackie and calm herself at the same time.  
The male officer looked down at his notebook. “M’am, we got a call from campus 
security. You’re next of kin to a medical student here? Frank Barrow?” 
“He’s graduating today,” Johnnie said.  
The policeman’s face was sympathetic. “I’m sorry, M’am. His school ID was found at 
the scene of an accident. Apparently his vehicle ran smack into an eighteen wheeler.”  
“Is he okay?” Jackie cried.  
“I don’t know,” the male cop said. 
“Take me to him,” Johnnie demanded. 
 
Bone,  
1975 
 
He opened his eyes to overwhelming brightness and a splitting headache. At first, everything 
hurt. Then the pain became particular, localized. He started counting off bones…Clavicle, 
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sternum, ribs. Humerus, ulna, radius. How did he know these things? He heard the constant 
rhythm of medical instruments, and they were somehow familiar, too...but he didn’t know his 
own name. 
He looked around. He was surrounded by sterile whiteness. Steel. Cold. He was cold. 
“Tank.” 
Someone, a woman, was speaking. He didn’t immediately understand what she was 
saying.  
A shadow suddenly fell over his face. “Frank,” the woman said. 
She blocked out all the harsh light, leaning to press her warm, full lips against his icy 
temples. Her throat smelled of some delicious perfume; her soft, generous breasts lay against his 
chest. She stroked his cheek gently for a moment, and his heart rate slowed. When she pulled 
back, he looked searchingly into her eyes.   
Who was she, and why did he see such love there?   
“You’re awake.” She said it carefully, as if she was leaving other words unspoken. She 
moved away to the foot of the bed in an almost deliberate way. Did she mean to put distance 
between them? Why did he think that?  
He was terribly confused. He wanted her to come close again. He opened one hand and 
stretched his fingers out to her. Still, she stayed away. 
“Don’t you know me, Bone?” she asked. Her arms were wrapped around her own body 
as if she was holding herself back. 
Bone. That couldn’t be his name. He didn’t like that name. It was crude. 
“Come. Closer.” He heard the rasping sound of his own voice. His throat was raw. 
Tracheotomy floated through his brain. 
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She approached, and sat gingerly on the edge of the bed. She let him grip her forearm 
weakly. She let him stare at her. 
“They say you almost died, Frank. You could have died, but you didn’t.” 
His eyes widened. Was that a challenge? An accusation? A regret? But no positive 
answers to those questions would match the tenderness of that kiss, he thought. So, was she 
perhaps congratulating him on his survival?  
“Jackie sends her love,” she said. “I sent her home to get some rest.” 
A flash of memories unexpectedly illuminated his thoughts. Many women’s faces 
flickered: needy, greedy, hard and haughty… none of them this woman. And then, there she was. 
At first she seemed shy and coy, then seductive and funny. Next she was animatedly debating 
about books and art; then she turned silent, hurt. Her angry image faded into one of a suspicious 
old woman who accused him with her beady dark eyes. A little girl laughed, and he wanted to 
hold on to the music of that sound. 
The images swirled out of his head just as quickly as they’d appeared, causing him to feel 
a wave of vertigo. Then more truth began to come back to him even though he silently begged 
the memories to stop. They hurt as much as his body did. 
He had a vision of a teenage girl’s face shining with pride. Hovering near her was the 
same woman who was sitting at his bedside. He felt there was something between himself and 
this woman, something old and sweet. But a sudden, bizarre shadow fell over all three of them, 
and he was fighting a figure he couldn’t identify. No, he was defeated—he hadn’t fought hard 
enough. Or he was a coward. It was the devil he was fighting. No, he was the devil…  
The sudden memory of the horn blasting from a huge semi truck made his eyes pop open. 
And then, just as abruptly, every awful thing fell into place.  
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He was Frank. Also Dr. Benjamin Franklin Barrow. And he was Bone, a hollow-hearted 
cunt-hound. And she was Johnnie, Johnnie Kate Simpson. The woman he’d been trying half his 
life to right himself for. The only woman he’d ever loved. The mother of his only child. 
He groaned a strange, primal sound.  
“Frank! Jesus, Frank! What’s the matter?” Johnnie sounded as if she wanted to help him. 
But he knew she couldn’t. 
Now he remembered too well. She had believed in the boy left alone with the screams of 
a midnight train and dreams of being a doctor to brown people. Even after he’d disrespected her, 
she had let him into their daughter’s world. These last years had been the most difficult of his 
life, but the reward he had in his sights was phenomenal: a medical career, a renewed marriage.  
That was before the eighteen-wheeler.  
 Could he start all over now? He was broken. Physically, he would have no choice. He’d 
been broken emotionally long before the accident. Fate, or God, or that Devil in him might be 
giving him another chance. This was the moment he could bury his old self by pretending it had 
never existed, or he could face it in broad daylight and deliberately turn away.  
“Don’t-want-to-be…” The words came as painfully as the past had.  
“What? Frank, you don’t want to be what?” 
“…Bone…”  
He watched Johnnie Kate knit her brows together. Some kind of realization slowly 
cleared her expression.  
“I want both of you,” she said, as if she’d been eavesdropping inside his head. 
And then she kissed him again, tentatively, before the moment was gone. 
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Bone, 
1990 
 
 Frank shut down his computer and sat back, at first feeling only the dull ache in his back 
and legs that he always woke up with these days; then, glancing out of the big windows to his 
perfectly green back lawn, he felt something even deeper.     
Contentment. Surprise. No, not even that. It was amazement. It was, as he suddenly 
remembered his own mother saying, “wonder time.” 
Outside, landscapers had already started planting and pruning, creating the summer 
garden effect that Johnnie wanted for Jackie’s wedding. Those two had planned this thing for a 
year and a half; he and his future son-in-law had nodded, listened, written checks and shared a 
few neat Scotches in the process. In two days’ time, the ceremony would be right out there.   
He wondered what his mother would have thought about it all.  
“Wonder time.” She would surely have felt she was in another world here. If she had 
lived, he would have made her world different. But her life had been brutally hard, and her death 
a tragedy the same way countless other poor black women’s were in the 1940’s South. Like 
many of them, her death had barely been mourned. Why was he conjuring her up now? 
He got up slowly, passing Jackie’s smiling face framed on the wall, wearing her cap and 
gown. Nearby was Johnnie, with Aunt Sister proudly adjusting her PhD hood. And there was his 
younger self, white-coated and still on a cane, standing with colleagues in the lobby of his 
fledgling pediatric practice.  
There were no pictures of his mother. He sighed—because he really had no idea anymore 
of what she looked like. The only other Barrow that he still had any connection to was his 
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brother Lucius, who was ten years older and had actually come to bring him out of Power’s 
house when he was fourteen, just before he’d met Johnnie. Lucius and his wife had been kind to 
him, and had supported him in every way they could without fail all these years—they would 
arrive tonight to stay in the house for all the celebrations.   
Lucius had grown up in foster care with complete strangers who turned out to be more 
able to parent him than either Winnie or Power. Lucius could tell his brother stories about their 
mother, but to Frank it was as if she had existed as smoke, or maybe even scent. No image of her 
survived. 
Recently, he had begun to have strange experiences. He thought he caught glimpses of 
his mother in the way Jackie rubbed at the back of her neck when she was nervous. He was often 
unsettled by hearing his mother’s laugh coming from Jackie’s mouth (his mother had laughed, 
he’d swear). 
 He crossed the hall and pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen. He had 
already taken out his “Greatest Dad” mug and filled it before he turned. 
 Jackie was curled up like a little girl in the window seat of the breakfast nook, her head 
bent over a thick text. She seemed oblivious to the noisy work going on outside. 
  “Cramming for your Boards twenty-four hours before you get married, Dr. Barrow Jr.?” 
he asked her.   
“Didn’t you go to your licensing exam in a wheelchair, Dr. Barrow Sr.?” She barely 
looked up to smile at him and then dropped her eyes again. Frank shook his head and gulped a 
mouthful of coffee. He swirled it in his mouth. No matter what Johnnie said, decaf tasted 
different.   
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“I can’t believe you,” he said, walking around to sit across from her. She gently closed 
the book and raised her face toward his.   
“What’s up with you, Dad?” 
“I don’t know what you mean,” he answered. 
“You’re acting weird… kind of spacey,” she said, adding, “Is this because of some 
macho ‘losing your little girl’ stuff? Please tell me it’s not!” 
He chuckled and stood up. “No. Just thinking, that’s all. You go back to your studies. I 
know you won’t be satisfied unless you ace it.” 
She nodded rather solemnly and flipped the book open again.  
Frank stepped outside the French doors to the patio. It was June, but still cool at ten in the 
morning. 
He couldn’t tell Jackie that what was really on his mind was the loss of his other 
children—the children who’d never been born to grow up, mouth off at him, or become 
interesting and funny and smart, as she had. He wanted to shake off this strange sense of 
emptiness, but instead another idea jumped into his mind. If he’d never returned to Johnnie, he 
wouldn’t have any of this. Everything would have been different.  
**** 
He and Johnnie had begun picking up the pieces of a life between them before his 
accident, but Bone Barrow had woken up from his coma with a soul and heart on fire. He chose 
not to lie to himself or Johnnie ever again.  
“So I’m supposed to believe you’re a changed man?” she’d asked the day he was 
discharged from the rehabilitation facility. 
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“Looking at death will do that to you,” he answered, doggedly shifting his cane and leg 
braces to seat himself in the car without her help.  
“Let’s not be dramatic, now,” she said. 
“I thought you liked Shakespeare. A good tragedy, right?”  
“Now you’re being melodramatic. Fasten your seatbelt.” 
“Gonna be a bumpy ride?” 
“You tell me,” she said, not looking at him but peering carefully at the street ahead. 
He felt awkward then. The lighthearted, mostly bullshit conversation he’d planned to 
have was suddenly all wrong.  
“Listen, Johnnie. I never intended—” 
“To crack yourself up? I know that. Not consciously, anyway.” 
He looked over at her as she shrugged, eyes till straight ahead. He began to speak, but 
stopped. The pain in his back flared. He wasn’t sure if it was physical or emotional; at any rate, it 
was intense. It took him a few moments to regroup. 
“I ever intended to start over with you again—like this,” he finally said. 
She looked at him for the first time. 
“Start over?” 
He leaned toward her, touching her arm. “I wanted to do it right. To court you again, 
Girl! You stood by me through all my changes, med school, everything. And then you were at 
the hospital, even without Jackie, nearly every day. I want to show you how much I know you’re 
worth.” 
She stopped the car in the middle of the street. Horns honked. Other vehicles whooshed 
past. 
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“You understand that I haven’t been waiting like a lovesick virgin for you, don’t you, 
Bone?” 
The look on his face must have told his answer. She blinked and eased the car out of 
traffic to a side street of quiet, neatly kept ranch houses.  
“Frank,” she said, “You may not be a man who can keep to one woman, but you need to 
know that I am not a woman who can be satisfied without a man. And I’m not talking in any way 
about love, honey.” 
He considered himself then. There were pins in his ankles that he could see. His left arm 
still shook slightly, because he hadn’t yet strengthened the muscles sufficiently to control them. 
Inside, his bruised lungs were nearly healed and his newly fused vertebrae gave him a stiff 
mobility that he was lucky to have. He was broken, but whole now.  
For most of his life, he’d used sex to try to make himself feel that his life—that he—
meant something. Death had whispered to him that searching for fulfillment in that direction was 
misguided. Now he was ready to focus on building up, on strengthening what little he had, in 
himself, in the pediatric patients he would work with, and in his relationship with Johnnie. 
“I know from where you stand, I might not have anything solid to offer you right now,” 
he said, wanting to touch her but afraid that she might flinch or pull away. He was no longer so 
sure, and she was oh, so bold!   
“Still, after I pass the Boards and start working at the clinic, will you let me try?” He 
wasn’t eloquent; he wasn’t even slick with his line. But he had to give her credit. She understood 
him perfectly. 
“Yes, Bone. I’ll let you try.” 
**** 
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Frank finished off his coffee with an undignified slurp. That memory melted abruptly into a more 
recent, more upsetting one. He grasped the still warm mug tightly in his hands, the same way 
he’d held Johnnie’s hands on that terrifying day last year.  
He’d been in the middle of a howling two month old’s vaccination visit when his cell 
phone buzzed inside his jacket pocket. 
It was the dean of Johnnie’s college, a close friend. 
“Georgetown Hospital. Come immediately,” was all Rob had said before hanging up. 
Frank met the gurney as they were wheeling her into surgery. Rob, the EMT and the on-
call resident were all talking at once.  
Johnnie had a massive heart attack. In the middle of a lecture, mid-sentence, she’d rubbed 
her arm in apparent discomfort, and collapsed seconds later. A newly retired cardiac surgeon 
who was auditing her “Zora Neale Hurston’s Voice in Literature” course jumped from the third 
row to give CPR and direct the action. 
They’d said she was dying, but her cheek was still warm when he touched it. Ninety 
percent blockage, they said. Her heart stopped twice during the procedure. He didn’t think he 
could live if she didn’t. But they had brought her back. 
They brought her back! he reminded himself, blinking in the sun. Frank’s hand was 
shaking like it had after his accident, so much so that he set the mug on a patio table and shoved 
both hands into his pockets. 
“Hey, Frank!” The door opened behind him, and he turned. It was Lucius. They hugged, 
and Frank’s spirits lifted. It was a good feeling.   
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Lucius was a bit taller, a bit heavier than he was, but had the same sandy skin speckled 
with the moles of ageing black folks. His brown hair was receding and the temples were a 
blondish gray, but he looked the part of a man who had lived a good life. 
“Hey, man,” Frank said, “we didn’t expect you guys till tonight!” 
Lucius laughed from deep inside. “Well, tell that to Amy. She was talkin’ about gettin’ 
some kind of preview on everything, and you know I just can’t say no to that woman.”  
The two brothers could hear their wives above them upstairs, whooping and laughing as 
if they were girls back in Chatot again. Frank noticed that Lucius was carrying a small bag. 
“I brought somethin’ for you,” Lucius said, handing the plain brown shopping bag over to 
him. 
“Gifts for the father of the bride? This is new!” Frank reached inside and felt a small box. 
Tossing the bag onto the table, he held up the simple white cardboard square, looking for any 
markings on it. Finding none, he opened it. 
There was a plain gold cross, about the length of one digit on his finger. It wasn’t new. It 
was a smooth, burnished pink-gold, beautiful in its age and simplicity. It was hung on a fine, 
bright chain. 
He looked over at Lucius. 
“I never told you before.” Lucius said, looking down at his shoes. “I went back to the 
house after Power passed. I didn’t even know why I went; I guess that’s the reason I never said 
anything. That place never held one good memory for me, but I had to walk through it one more 
time. Funniest thing was that back in a closet I found this footlocker, and it was full of Mama’s 
stuff. I took it.” 
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“What even made you think to go back there, twenty years after she died?” Frank sat 
down. 
Lucius didn’t answer, and in that silent minute Frank understood that they shared the 
same belief: whatever the reason their mother’s belongings had remained in her house, Power 
wasn’t absolved of anything. 
“Who the hell knows? Anyway, I kept it, and Amy got after me to open it up. It was 
mostly old clothes, papers that didn’t mean much. And then I found this, kind of lost in the folds 
of a skirt or something. And I remembered it, Frank! I remembered her wearing it.” Lucius sat 
down, too. 
Frank’s eyes widened. “She went to church?” 
Lucius nodded. “When I was little, once or twice she took me to Galilee Baptist. Guess 
that was before she lost her faith in things.” 
“Why give it to me?” 
“We have boys. I figured Jackie is the right one to give it to.” He looked across the yard 
to the row of rose bushes near the back fence, and Frank followed his gaze. Those roses were the 
first things he and Johnnie had planted when they bought the house ten years ago. 
“You were her favorite of all of us,” Lucius said. “The last and the best, even though you 
sure weren’t no angel!” He laughed. “She would have been tickled to see how you turned out. 
And all this wedding stuff? She would have just loved it. I want Jackie to have a little piece of 
somebody who loved us.” 
His voice didn’t waver, didn’t crack or break. He met Frank eye to eye, and Frank slowly 
smiled, and reached to shake his brother’s hand. Any more emotional show of gratitude seemed 
too dangerous right now.    
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“Amy said I should buy the chain. It’s 18 carat, so Jackie has that ‘something old, 
something new.’ You think she’ll want it?” 
Frank was still smiling. “Yes. Yes, when we tell her the story, she’ll want it all right. 
Come on in with me.” 
He clapped his brother on the back as they got up. 
This morning he’d thought of Johnnie and Jackie and his mother; of who he had been and 
who he wanted to be; and now, just now, Bone understood everything. 
It was all about resurrection. 
 
Glory, 
1990 
 
Glory Simpson Newton Cage dragged out of her stifling Cadillac. She was sixty-five, and 
she had to admit to herself and herself alone that this thirty or forty extra pounds were putting 
extra pressure on her knees and chest. It took effort to straighten up, and when she did with her 
shoulders back and her girls out, she glanced in the rearview mirror.  
Her long-line bra had worked the trick, pushing her bosom almost out of her plunging 
neckline. She raised a heavy arm to give her platinum blonde wig a slight adjustment, and leaned 
in to smack her lips so that the lipstick really looked Wonderfully Wet like it said on the bottom 
of the tube. She still had her own, perfectly straight teeth. She had jowls and those tiny stand-up 
moles sprinkled around her weary eyes and fleshy throat. Sis was nearly twenty ears older than 
me, died of cancer, and never looked this bad, Glory thought.   
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She finally squinted up at the paved driveway that wound across a deep green lawn 
toward the sprawling stone house. So now she had to climb that damn hill in three-inch heels.  
And in her current personal situation, she didn’t even have a man to escort her up. She 
muttered “Shit!” and wished that she hadn’t quit smoking. She sure could use herself a cigarette. 
I should have stayed my ass at home, she thought.  
She reached into the car, swung out her black patent satchel, and slammed the door. 
Taking two steps, she stopped to lean on one of the brick pillars at the edge of the asphalt. She 
eased off the gold metallic sling backs, flung them into the bag and then crept slowly on. 
Perfect clumps of little white flowers hugged the edge of the drive. Glory wondered how 
much this all cost. Big, old hydrangea bushes were shaped into neat purple and blue mounds 
underneath the house’s wide front windows. What were those white drapes in there made of? 
Silk?  
She could hear music behind the house. Live music. Strains of a horn reminded her of 
nights in her past. The envy agitating her like mild indigestion wouldn’t allow longing or 
softness. She’d had musicians, truck drivers, bouncers and fools, but never a doctor, a lawyer, or 
even a good Union man. Glory swallowed hard and tasted sour bile. 
Johnnie Kate hadn’t invited her. Jackie had. And though she had no right to find fault in 
that, Glory did. In fact, she had a problem with all of it.   
Doctors made a lot of money, apparently even crippled ones. That had to be why Johnnie 
Kate stayed. What else could Bone Barrow have done for her since that wreck, except keep her? 
He couldn’t have his looks anymore, as broken up as they said he had been; and he sure couldn’t 
be much good in the bedroom. It had to be his paycheck.  
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Johnnie Kate and Bone never should have lasted, because he was beautiful and full of 
brains, and carried a thirst no single female could quench. What could Johnnie know about that? 
What could Sis have taught her about that? Glory had experience with men like him: lean, red-
bone, lips and whispers like velvet. Oh, so satisfying. 
She had to stop walking. A bead of sweat ran salty onto her lips, like a tear. 
Bone Barrow had strung Johnnie out just as sure as if he’d stuck a needle in her arm. 
After they ran off and got married Sis had caved in and paid for a fancy reception, which Glory 
had declined to attend.  
And after Johnnie and Bone broke up—as Glory had figured they would—she called 
Johnnie, planning to give her some wisdom about jumping back into the field. But Johnnie was 
cool to her phone calls. She never even mentioned Glory’s occasional postcards in their 
conversations either, but she faithfully sent school pictures of Jackie.  
Well, that move just set Glory off. Johnnie acted too much like Sis, playing her “do the 
right thing” game. Glory quit calling. Weeks turned into months, months into years. Sis up and 
died. Glory had to come back from California for the funeral. 
“Hey, baby,” she’d said throatily to Johnnie at the funeral home. At the same time she 
checked the tilt of her black straw boater in the reflection on the bronze casket. She knew her 
Avon perfume didn’t quite cover up the cigarette smoke that trailed her everywhere.  
Johnnie was standing there, as still as Sis’s body nestled in pale blue satin. Glory had 
never imagined her skinny, plain daughter turning into that good looking, almost-pretty, well-
proportioned woman who practically wore self-control draped over her fitted black linen suit. 
“Your mama said hey,” Glory had repeated testily. She could feel the narrow eyes of half 
the community boring into her back, and it made her mad. She had come all the way from 
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Oakland, and who were they to judge? They weren’t even sophisticated enough to call 
themselves black, colored and country as they were. 
Without looking at her, or softening her shoulders, Johnnie Kate said: 
“I’m putting my mama into the ground at two o’clock.” 
Glory had moved a few inches away, not stung but put off by Johnnie’s strength and 
quiet force. Before she could answer back, Bone materialized in a fine tailored pinstripe suit. He 
was holding a little red-bone girl by the hand. The child was crying over Sis, but Bone looked at 
Glory, cold-eyed. 
“You showed,” he said in a tone that no one except the three of them could hear. 
Glory batted her Extra Thick Glossy lashes. “Same nerve as you,” she threw back. 
Discerning hatred flowed between them, through Johnnie, like electric current. We’re the 
same, Glory wanted to say to him. She knew the need, the hunger, the lust that he would never 
give up or get over, and that Johnnie Kate would surely never understand.  
“He’s my husband,” Johnnie said. She cut across Glory’s thoughts just like that.  
Glory had managed a spectacular swoon right then, topped off with a faint. Luckily Harry 
Cage had caught her before she hit the floor. She’d always traveled with an escort back then. 
 Now, Glory reached the columned porch of Johnnie and Bone’s house breathing heavily. 
Some skinny dark-skinned girl in a beige suit swung the door open like she had been watching 
and waiting. 
“Hello, I’m Wanda,” she said. “Welcome!” Glory rolled her eyes at the hussy, who 
almost sounded as if she meant what she said. 
“I’m the grandmother!” Glory managed with authority. 
“Ah…” the awful girl said, with knowing eyes. 
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Jackie, 
1990 
 
Jackie carefully held the skirt of her silk taffeta wedding gown to keep it from rustling as 
she moved. She tipped across the cool tile of her parents’ bathroom and peeked out of the door.  
If she hadn’t known it was her mother, she would have thought a stranger was sitting in 
the overstuffed chair facing the French doors overlooking the garden. 
Johnnie’s close-cropped hair was completely silver, still shocking after the sudden 
change almost a year ago. She didn’t seem tired, and her shoulders looked relaxed under the 
creamy Pashmina shawl. Her profile, as she sat gazing outside, was sharper than Jackie had ever 
seen it; fine cheekbones were visible. She’d told Jackie about her angst over how thin she looked 
in the pale yellow sheath. Too skinny, she’d said. The shawl was a compromise Jackie had 
suggested, both to ease her mother’s mind and to protect her from the cool breeze across the 
lake. How close we came to losing her, Jackie thought. She started to pull the door open wider, 
but heard her father’s voice and stopped. 
“Hey,” he said softly, and her parents’ bodies drew toward each other in some instinctive 
attraction. Johnnie Kate lifted her face to receive his kiss. Jackie looked away from the sweetly 
private scene to the three-carat diamond she wore on her own left hand. She wondered if her 
commitment with Martell Colby would be as fierce. 
“Don’t you look delicious!” her mother said. Jackie tilted her head to watch them through 
the crack in the door.  
“All for you,” her father said. 
“Liar,” her mother said, laughing. 
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“Not even,” he said. They were silent. “How do you feel?” he finally asked.   
“I’m good. Today is…good. You know, life is funny.”  
Jackie watched her father lightly touch her mother’s shoulder as he moved to the 
window. She could hear the noisy warm-up of the musicians outside, and she saw her father 
nodding his head slightly to the beat of the bass. 
“Yes, You’re right,” he said. “ It’s funny how all this wedding stuff with your child 
makes you examine—no, re-examine life.” He didn’t look at his wife. 
Jackie felt nervous. 
“Hmmm,” was her mother’s calm response. “That could mean just about anything.” 
“What, now you want clarification?” he asked. 
There was no tension between them. Jackie thought she heard her mother say something, 
but she couldn’t make out what it was. Her father came around behind the chair again, leaning 
his elbows on its tall back and looking out at the incredible June morning.  
“All right,” he said. “Then let’s go back to that day when I woke up from near death.” He 
rested his hands on her mother’s shoulders.  
“It crossed my mind, even high as I was on pain meds, to lie to you that day. You know, I 
thought: How easy it would be, to start over with you like it was the beginning! I thought of 
saying I couldn’t remember anything about my past or our past, just wiping out what I’d done to 
you, what I had become to you.”  
“And how would that have worked?” Johnnie asked. “You thought I would forget if you 
pretended to? And I would forgive? Maybe. Maybe because deep inside I believed you loved me, 
hard as you tried to run from it. Sometimes I hated that I loved you, too.” 
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 She sighed and her voice rose. “But damn it, Bone! The day you were graduating from 
med school you had already become a man whose flaws didn’t destroy him and everything 
around him. That’s why I was there.” 
 “You know what the truth is, Johnnie Kate?” her father said. The musicians outside had 
begun to play soft, classical music. In the bathroom Jackie found that she was holding her 
muscles tense. She was holding her breath.   
“Tell me,” her mother said. 
 “The truth is, I never felt real unless I was with you.” He turned around, his slim figure 
outlined against the window. 
“What does that mean, exactly?” 
“I mean never when I was growing up, never when I was with any other woman, never 
when we were separated. I felt like some kind of phantom, floating through life. Empty. Existing. 
Just existing. And early on, early on, I realized that I had to be with you to feel solid, you know. 
Present. In it.” 
“Ah, that truth.” 
“Of course, once I admitted that to myself—”  
“You tried to fight it. Tormented me with it. Tormented yourself with it.” 
“Yes, yes, and yes. And I wasted many years that we can’t get back. I thought about that 
hard when you were sick. I’ll be sorry for that lost time, Johnnie, till the day I die.” 
He said it simply. There was a moment of quiet. 
“Apology accepted,” her mother said.  
Jackie watched Johnnie Kate rise with surprising agility to stand at her father’s side and 
take his hand. They stared out of the window together.  
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Jackie rearranged her wedding gown and threw open the bathroom door so wide that the 
knob made a loud thump against the wall. Her heart was beating like she’d just run a 10K uphill. 
She wondered if she knew enough to get married. After listening to their incredibly intimate 
conversation, she wasn’t sure. Maybe she knew too much. 
Her parents turned around, and Jackie saw in their faces what she’d always seen, joy in 
her presence. She was overwhelmed with embarrassment. Beyond them, under the tent outside, 
she could see Martell. He was dark, stocky, with deep dimples and a grin like a Cheshire cat.  
Her mother opened her arms. Suddenly there didn’t seem to be any hint of weakness 
about her, not physically nor any other way. “Come here,” Johnnie said. 
“I’m sorry. I—I shouldn’t have been listening, but I heard everything you two just said,” 
Jackie whispered. “You were so intense!”   
“Some view to get of your parents on your wedding day,” Frank said. “Are you okay?” 
Her father rubbed her shoulder blades the same way he used to when she was a kid. She relaxed 
despite herself, just the way she used to. 
 “But the force between you almost feels like something spiritual,” Jackie said, as her 
mother gently twisted one of her curls up. 
“Hey, this isn’t about us,” her father said. “It’s about you and that dude out there, right? 
He’s Martell…” 
“…Brian…” 
“Martell Brian Colby. Nice guy. He passed your test, right?” 
Jackie swallowed and nodded.   
“And he asked you, didn’t beg you, or coerce you, to… what?” Her father was using his 
clinical tone. She took a deep breath. 
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“Be with him. Make a life with him.” Jackie’s eyes followed Martell’s swagger across the 
patio. And it takes a lot more than love, she thought. 
She dropped her head and smiled at her silk shoes just as a single trumpet announced the 
wedding march. 
Wanda, her mother’s assistant, swung open the patio doors and grinned at them. 
“Ready?” she asked. 
Hands clasped, the three of them stepped into the sun. 
 
Johnnie Kate, 
1990 
 
Johnnie Kate leaned her head back gently against Bone. She watched Jackie parade in front of 
them exuding complete joy. Johnnie wanted to stay in this moment, but she heard a deep alto 
from her past reminding her how unseemly it was for the mother of the bride to be wrapped up 
with some man instead of entertaining her company. Aunt Sis wouldn’t have cared that the man 
was her husband; she would have said it even more pointedly knowing that Johnnie’s husband 
was Bone Barrow. 
“Let me go mingle,” she whispered to him, not moving. He squeezed her and answered 
into her neck. 
“Don’t be long,” he said. She smiled, easing past the dancing young people. He never 
wanted to be separated from her for long these days, and she didn’t mind. She would find her 
way back to him soon. 
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This wedding celebration was a novel, vicarious experience for her. She and Bone had 
gone to the Chatot, Louisiana, town hall on a Friday, spent the night at Aunt Sis’s because there 
wasn’t any hotel or motel close that would take colored newlyweds. Sure, Sis had thrown a small 
party for them, but it seemed to Johnnie that what they had just pulled off here was a magnificent 
show, an entertainment that did nothing to prepare its two stars for what lay ahead. She hoped, as 
she caught fleeting glimpses of dangerous flirtations and fruitful interactions among the guests, 
that she and Bone had somehow taught Jackie that, though the future was unknowable, the truth 
was always there, hiding in plain sight.  
Johnnie skirted around the cluster of chairs where Glory was holding court among a ring 
of young knights. She didn’t want to look closely in the direction of the ageing queen who’d 
somehow been born understanding the mystical connection between sex and power. But Johnnie 
realized quickly that she needn’t have worried that her mother would spot her. Glory in the zone 
was, well, in her glory.  
Later, as always in their rare meetings, Johnnie and her mother would exchange words 
briefly; and those would consist almost exclusively of comments about Jackie. In the past, 
animosities would fly, but this time, Johnnie decided, she wasn’t up to that. No—she was beyond 
that.  
**** 
“Johnnie!” Anita was heading in her direction waving a tanned arm. Her gold bracelets glinted in 
the sun. Johnnie blinked. She still wasn’t used to being so sensitive to some things, like bright 
sunlight.  
“Nita!” Johnnie Kate smiled. She had always genuinely liked Anita.   
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“I can’t believe the fabulousness of this thing! Jackie is grown, and married?” She took 
Johnnie by the hand after apparently redirecting an impulse to grab her in a hug. She was usually 
a hugger, and Johnnie knew that Anita must have thought she might be too frail for that sort of 
thing.  
“Girl, you look good.” She leaned close, patting Johnnie’s arm. Anita had always been as 
skinny as Johnnie had been plump, but she’d been wise enough to transform her early years of 
hard partying into a personal religion that kept her trim, fit and single.  
“You give great gossip, but you never were good at lying,” Johnnie Kate laughed. 
“Yeah, I know,” Anita said in a pensive voice so low that only Johnnie could hear. 
“You’re the best friend I ever had.” 
“Same here,” Johnnie said, recalling how Nita Faye, nineteen going on forty, had 
followed up a brief, nearly incoherent letter about the Bone Barrow episode with a tearful visit to 
Grambling. She said she’d had some kind of vision that Johnnie Kate Simpson was lying right 
there between them.  
 “Do you know what Miss Sis told me one time when I was looking after her?” Anita 
said, looking sideways at Johnnie. “She said that you must’ve put a spell on Bone. She said your 
mama was always catching men that way, and she wasn’t surprised that you could do it, too.”  
“What?” Johnnie laughed out loud. They had walked to the far edge of her neat garden, 
and she stepped underneath the coolness of the tall rhododendron border to avoid the heat. 
“I never said I believed it!” Anita sucked her teeth and put her hands on her hips. Johnnie 
Kate remembered the first time they’d ever discussed Benjamin Franklin “Redbone” Barrow, 
back when they were fifteen-year-old girls in Chatot. She felt a little flushed suddenly, almost 
lightheaded. 
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Anita took her hand again, like when they were young. “Are you all right? I told 
Jackie…” 
Johnnie Kate shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s just that—well, it was more like we put 
spells on each other, Nita.”  
“Come on and sit down,” Nita Faye insisted. 
“You don’t understand,” Johnnie said. “Nobody does. The hoodoo was mutual.” 
 “Now you’re just talking crazy. Do I need to go get your doctor? He’s here, right?”  
Johnnie Kate glanced in her husband’s direction.  
 “Don’t you dare say it!” Anita warned, unable to stop the childish giggle that slipped out. 
She sang a very off-key version of Aretha Franklin: 
“Don’t bring me no doctor… to fill me up with all those pills.  I got me a man named 
Doctor Feelgood, and oh! That man takes care of my pains and my ills…” 
Johnnie Kate smiled. The joke revived her. “You go on back to the party,” she said to her 
friend. “I’ll sit a bit longer, and you can send Bone for me.” 
Anita gave her a reluctant look, but then smiled and left. 
Johnnie gazed back up at the house. Bone was shoulder-to shoulder with his new son-in-
law, sketching some plan in the air with his hands. He seemed to sense her looking at him, 
because he turned his head toward them and flashed her a smile.  
This day, she thought, now outranks any other in my life. A year ago she would have 
thought differently. 
**** 
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The heart attack came near the end of the spring semester. Her department was in 
turmoil. She was serving as interim chair, still teaching two undergrad classes and her Hurston 
seminar. She also had a three hundred-page manuscript to proof, in which she boldly contrasted 
Jane Austen and Hurston, the two authors who were her passion. Bone had tried to convince her 
to take a sabbatical for the book, but she’d actually been thrilled by the work, despite the 
increasing evidence that her deadline was totally unreasonable.   
The pace of her non-academic life had been no less hectic: Glory was particularly 
relentless at the time with a barrage of letters demanding her non-existent shares in Aunt Sister’s 
property. If that hadn’t been enough, Jackie had announced her engagement at Easter, wanting 
something “sweet but uncomplicated” by June. Johnnie had juggled more in years before, and 
when she began to feel drained she’d simply upped her vitamins and pushed on, promising 
herself and Bone that they’d vacation for a full two weeks in July.  
And then that day during her lecture, all her strength was suddenly gone—she was so 
tired and weak that she almost couldn’t stand. She was nauseated, dizzy. She remembered 
dropping to the floor, hearing her own body thud onto the carpeted platform. Voices surrounded 
her, but the crushing pain was overwhelming, and she lost consciousness. 
Miscarriages and childbirth were the only reasons she’d ever been hospitalized, so when 
she opened her eyes after the bypass poked with needles and hooked to tubes and drips, panic 
struck.  
“Jackie!” she’d whispered.  
“Here, Mom. I’m right here.” Johnnie had sighed with relief.  
“Bone?”   
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“Here, Girl. I’m here too,” answered her lover, her husband, her friend. She was alive, 
and the two people she loved most were with her. Her anxiety ebbed.   
In the days and weeks that followed, Johnnie Kate had a series of dreams. The characters 
in them were the same: herself and Bone. Every dream was a variation of one storyline. She 
chased Bone; he chased her. They ran on dirt roads; they ran through hospital corridors and 
along the shoulder of seemingly abandoned highways. She was distracted, sometimes, by 
human-looking shadows who mumbled sounds that had no meaning. Always Bone was in sight, 
sometimes a distance ahead, sometimes calling to her from somewhere behind. Always there. 
And always, she was driven to try to catch him, bring him into her orbit.  
During her recovery she woke up from the dreams breathless and sweating. The 
aftereffects of her surgery, everyone told her. But she often wondered if she and Bone ran from 
each other in the dreams because they knew their love wouldn’t be easy or comfortable. Their  
love hurt.  
As Johnnie’s overloaded heart mended, the dreams changed. Sunlight flooded everything, 
leaving no room for shadows. She’d had the last of the dreams a few weeks ago. She had stopped 
running, stopped chasing, and mostly sat down by the side of a road. The hospitals and highways 
were no more; she sat and waited only a few minutes, and then Bone’s figure appeared, walking. 
In the very last dream, he waved and came close. He sat down beside her, and she felt full and 
rested—and satisfied. They didn’t speak a word to each other, but Johnnie knew that she would 
never dream those dreams again. The chase was over. 
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